

    

      

        [image: *]

      


    


  

    Bello:


    hidden talent rediscovered


    Bello is a digital only imprint of Pan Macmillan, established to breathe life into previously published classic books.


    At Bello we believe in the timeless power of the imagination, of good story, narrative and entertainment and we want to use digital technology to ensure that many more readers can enjoy these books into the future.


    We publish in ebook and Print on Demand formats to bring these wonderful books to new audiences.


    

      

        About Bello:

      

      


      www.panmacmillan.com/bello

    


    

      

        Sign up to our newsletter to hear about new releases events and competitions:

      

      


      www.panmacmillan.com/bellonews

    


    

      

        [image: *]

      


    


  

    Maggie Hudson


    Tell Me No Secrets


    

      

        [image: *]

      


    


  

    

      Maggie Hudson

    


    Maggie Hudson is the pseudonymn of Margaret Pemberton, the bestselling author of over thirty novels in many different genres, some of which are contemporary in setting and some historical.


    She has served as Chairman of the Romantic Novelists’ Association and has three times served as a committee member of the Crime Writers’Association. Born in Bradford, she is married to a Londoner, has five children and two dogs and lives in Whitstable, Kent. Apart from writing, her passions are tango, travel, English history and the English countryside.


  

    

      Dedication

    


    For Joe


    

      With fond memories of good times
and dangerous times in sunny Rio.


    


  

    

      Acknowledgements

    


    I sincerely thank:


    

      

        

          	

            Joe, without whose help, advice,
unforgettable Buzios, Tell Me No
written.


          

          	

            anecdotes and hospitality in
Secrets might not have been


          

        


      

    


    Linda Britter, far too many things to itemise but, above all, for unstinting support and friendship.


    Carol Smith, agent extraordinaire, and her wonderful cohorts, Petra


    Lewis and Zoe Waldie.


    Rachel Hore at HarperCollins, for constant encouragement and endless patience.


    Lucy Ferguson, who was there in the beginning and whose enthusiasm was invaluable. Anne O’Brien, who picked up the reins and saw me through to the end with unruffled diligence and good humour. Yvonne Holland, for her care and eagle-eye.


    And lastly, but by no means least, my husband, Mike Pemberton.


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    1963


    The day President Kennedy died was the day Jock Sweeting walked out of Pentonville nick a free man. The warders and his still incarcerated mates knew it was a freedom unlikely to last for long, but if Jock was similarly aware he gave no indication.


    ‘Stuff it, yah ponce,’ he said in a hard Glaswegian accent, with a vulgar finger gesture to the warder who, having opened the gates for him, had thoughtlessly wished him a civil goodbye.


    ‘And the same to you, matey,’ the warder retorted with sarcastic pleasantness. ‘Be back in time for Christmas, will yer?’


    Jock hitched his duffel bag higher on his donkey-jacketed shoulder, his lips thinning against his teeth. Screws. He hated every last one of them to the depths of his guts. Eyes glittering, he spat back a word that succinctly summed up his feelings and turned into the petrol-fumed mayhem of Caledonian Road.


    Usually, when fresh out of the nick, he made his way to whatever flea-ridden hostel was nearest. This time was different. This time he had an address in his pocket.


    ‘Shack up wiv me an’the old gel,’ Albie Rice, his former cellmate, had said generously before his own release a month earlier. ‘We could pull a few stunts together. There’s rich pickings dahn the docks and I can get you in there easy-peasy.’


    ‘I’m no’working for a living no matter what the pickings,’ Jock had growled, running his hand over close-cropped grizzled hair, and richly rolling his Rs. ‘I have a reputation to mind.’


    Albie knew all about Jock Sweeting’s reputation. It was one of the reasons he wanted to work a few tickles with him. It would take him and his brother-in-law, Smiler Burns, up a league in the thieving stakes, for Jock was an expert with gelignite, blowing safes anywhere a suitably stuffed one could be found.


    ‘Whatever yer want, mate,’ he had said placatingly. ‘Yer don’t’ave a struggle and strife to keep’appy, do yer? Lil likes the pickings from the docks. She says me doing casual dock-work makes us ’alfway to respectable.’


    Jock came to a halt at a bus stop and swung his bag down to the ground. Albie – respectable! That was a laugh. Albie had been born a petty crook and now, in his forties, he was still a petty crook. He felt in his jacket pocket for his tobacco pouch and Rizlas. That Albie was after hanging on his coat-tails was clear as day. He rolled his ciggie, chewing the corner of his mouth thoughtfully. Maybe it wouldn’t be a bad thing to let Albie and his brother-in-law ride shotgun with him for a while. He couldn’t go back to Glasgow – he was too well known. The Bill would be on his heels every time he so much as sneezed.


    A number 91 bus roared down the road towards him and he hitched his bag onto his shoulder again. A comfy billet in Bermondsey would be just the ticket – at least for a little while. And if Albie and Smiler Bums wanted to make themselves useful to him, why not?


    Jock grinned, displaying an intimidating-looking cracked front tooth, as he swung himself aboard the bus. A couple of sidekicks, a place to kip and, if he ran true to form, a bit of nookie before the day was over. What more could a grafting villain ask for?


    ‘’E ain’t sleeping wiv me and Johnny!’ Seven-year-old Kevin Rice kicked the table leg, spots of angry colour in his grubby cheeks. ‘I ’ate it when people sleep in our room wiv us! That last geezer snored somethin’rotten.’


    ‘That last geezer was your granddad, you cheeky young bugger.’ Lily Rice slapped a loaf of sliced white bread down on the table together with a block of margarine and a knife. ‘Now are you having jam or Marmite? I ain’t waiting on you hand and foot all bleedin’day, and where did this penknife come from? You didn’t have one when you went to school this morning.’


    ‘I know I didn’t but I got one now, ain’t I?’ In the triumph of his accomplishment Kevin forgot about the camp bed that had been squeezed into his and Johnny’s cramped bedroom. ‘It’s a smasher, Mum. There’s even a thingy for getting stones out of ’orses’ ’ ooves.’


    Over at the kitchen sink where she was dampening her hair and winding it up, in rollers, Pearl Burns, Lily’s young unmarried sister, gave a gurgle of full-throated laughter. ‘That’s just what you need in Bermondsey, Kev. Place is full of bleedin’horses, ain’t it? You can’t move for’em.’


    Kevin, aware he was being made fun of, kicked the table leg again. His mother clouted him round the ear with one hand and slammed a jar of Marmite down beside the bread with the other. ‘How many bleedin’times have I told you? You get caught thieving again at school and the old Bill’ll be round here like greased lightning. Your dad’s got fourteen crates of Johnnie Walker stashed in the cellar. If the Bill get their mince pies on ’em he’ll be back inside sooner than it takes to spit.’


    Kevin shoved his hands deep in the pockets of his short shabby trousers. He didn’t want his dad to go back in the nick again. His dad was a great bloke – ‘a proper family man’was how he’d heard their neighbours describe him. He never took his belt to either him or Johnny. Other dads in Creek Row belted their kids, though. His uncle, Smiler Burns, who lived next door to them, was always laying into their cousin Eddie. He used the buckle-end of his belt, too. Sometimes Eddie’s shoulders and backside were a mass of purple weals. No one ever said anything about it, not even the teachers at school when he had to strip to his vest and shorts for PT. ‘A man has a right to deal with his kids how he sees fit.’ That was what he had once heard his own dad saying to his mum, though he hadn’t sounded very happy about it. It was, however, an opinion the teachers at school obviously shared. Either that or they didn’t want a late-night visit from Smiler.


    ‘Come out of your bleedin’trance, Kev, and go and find Johnny.’ His mother’s voice was still fraught with tension and Kevin thought he knew why. She was worried his dad’s ex-cellmate would turn out to be more trouble than he was worth. ‘Tell him his tea is on the table. I want him in and out again before your dad’s mate gets here.’


    Kevin, well used to rounding his five-year-old kid brother up from wherever he’d roamed off to, dug his hands a little deeper in his pockets and mooched off in the direction of the back door. Seconds before he reached it, it was flung open and slammed back on its hinges with such force the whole house reverberated.


    

      ‘You’ll never guess what the bleedin’Americans have gorn and done!’ His Aunty Flo, Smiler’s wife, stood on the doorstep, steel curlers bristling hedgehog-like all over her head, a wraparound floral pinafore covering her ample girth. ‘They’ve only gorn and shot their President!’


    Lily dropped the sugar canister she’d been lifting down from a cupboard shelf. Pearl screamed, clutching at her heart.


    ‘President Kennedy?’ Kevin was instantly all bloodthirsty attention. ‘Who did it? Is’e dead? Is …’


    ‘It’s on the telly now!’ Ignoring Kevin’s questions Flo was lumbering even as she spoke down the passageway into the Rices’ sitting room. ‘He’s bin shot in the head and rushed to hospital … How the hell do you put yer telly on, Lil? Where’s the bleedin’ switch? It’ll be over before the telly’s warmed up.’


    Hurrying past her, Johnny’s whereabouts and the imminent arrival of Jock Sweeting forgotten, Lily turned the television on. With the back door still open Kevin could hear the distant sound of people shouting the news to each other in the street and over garden walls.


    ‘Kennedy’s been shot!


    ‘He’s dead!’


    ‘No, ’e ain’t, ’ e’s alive.’


    ‘He might be alive but he’s brain-damaged.’


    As Pearl, who had always fancied Jack Kennedy something rotten and had a photograph of him in her bedroom next to a pin-up of Richard Burton, stared in stupefied disbelief at the images now coming up on the television screen, Lily sank down on the sagging sofa saying over and over again, ‘Oh dear, oh dear. How did such a thing happen? How could it happen?’


    ‘President Kennedy is dead.’ The words filled the room and for a moment it looked as if the almost shell-shocked news broadcaster was going to be unable to continue. Fighting for control he rallied only with the greatest difficulty, saying, ‘Five minutes ago, at one p.m., Central Standard Time, President John Fitzgerald Kennedy died in Parkland Hospital, Dallas …’


    There were no voices calling out in the street now. The whole world it seemed was, like them, glued to their television screens.


    All except Jock Sweeting.


    Striding down Creek Row from its Jamaica Road end he noted he would be living in a slum, but a slum that would hardly have counted as such in Glasgow’s Gorbals, his own home turf. There were no front gardens, only paint-scratched doors opening straight on to the narrow cobbled street. There was no one about either but it was November, dusk, and too cold to make being outdoors a pleasure. Ducking under a line of forlorn-looking washing Jock came to number 26.


    The door was half open and he knocked on it loudly. There was no reply, probably because no one could hear over the incomprehensible blare of what sounded to be a television commentary.


    Stepping inside, his booted feet scrunched on spilled sugar. Wondering if there had been a barney and a bag of Tate & Lyle had been thrown, he strolled through the house, heading in the direction the still incomprehensible news commentary was coming from and where, presumably, he would find Albie.


    The sitting-room door, like all the other doors in the house, was wide open. What he saw from the threshold were three women, two of them middle-aged, one a little younger, and all quite obviously crying.


    ‘Jock Sweeting,’ he said succinctly, lowering his duffel bag on to pink linoleum and then, as the younger of the three women spun round to face him full on, and he received a favourable impression of green wide-spaced eyes and an exceedingly well-filled scarlet sweater, he added, ‘What’s the matter, then? Somebody snuffed it?’


    ‘So that’s what you’ve been doing?’ It was two hours later and Jock was seated with Albie and Smiler in a corner of the public bar in the Manley Arms. ‘A bit of hoisting and kiting and working some ringers?’


    ‘I never said me and Smiler was the Krays,’ Albie retorted defensively. ‘And what’s wrong with shoplifting and passing forged cheques, and stealing cars and selling’em on? It keeps the wolf from the door.’


    ‘It isna’worth being nicked for,’ Jock growled richly. He felt in his donkey-jacket pocket for his tobacco pouch. ‘I’m a peterman, you know that, Albie. Safes. That’s ma game. If you’re interested in coming in with me, fine and dandy. If not…’ He shrugged.


    If not he’d find two other professionals to do the business with him. Two was the absolute minimum. One to act as a lookout and to be at the wheel of a getaway car. One to act as a heavy-handed backup man. He ran his tongue across the edge of his Rizzler and rolled it down over his tobacco with one-handed practised ease. From what he’d seen of Albie’s brother-in-law, Smiler would make a very handy heavy. Taciturn and built like a brick shit-house he was obviously as thick as a navvy’s sandwich. Which was fine by him. It meant he’d do as he was told no questions asked. He also had unnervingly pale blue eyes. It was a colour Jock had seen before – and always the men in question had been capable of going the limit where violence was concerned.


    ‘Come off it, Jock,’ Albie said as drifts of conversation from the main body of the bar indicated that President Kennedy’s death was still the only subject of conversation and likely to remain so for days to come. ‘Yer know we’re happy to throw in with you. I even have a job all lined up. A mate of mine is the night cleaner at the local flicks. He says the manager only banks the takings once a week, on a Monday morning. ‘Cleopatra’s on at the moment. The place’ll be packed to the gunnels over the weekend and the dosh’ll be grand.’


    ‘And will your mate let us in?’


    ‘Natch. He’ll have to say he was forced into doing it, of course, but if we tie him up nice and tidy and he says we were masked and threatened him with a cosh, he’ll swan it. All he wants is the usual little percentage.’


    Jock grunted. All everyone wanted was a little percentage. Cops. Beaks. Screws. The so-called ‘straight’geezers, always on the look-out for making something on the side by tipping a villain off about their employer’s security arrangements, just as long as they didn’t take any real risks themselves.


    ‘And what kind of safe is it?’ he asked, reaching for his pint of bitter. ‘A Milner or a Chubb?’


    ‘A Milner.’ Albie was leaning forward in his seat, his knees splayed, his hands clasped between them. A lot was riding on Jock Sweeting’s response. For twenty-five years, since he’d been fifteen, he’d been thieving and ducking and diving. But he’d never blown a safe and he’d certainly never robbed a bank. If Jock decided to work with him and Smiler Albie knew he’d soon be doing both.


    A Milner. Jock took a deep draw of his roll-up. With a bit of luck it would be an old one. Old Milners were a piece of cake.


    ‘Will I be able tae look at it?’ He wouldn’t do the job if he couldn’t. He hadn’t come out of the nick to go bouncing back in again for a piddling cinema job. ‘I’ll need your pal to let me in so that I can check exactly what kind of a Milner it is.’


    ‘Natch.’ Albie was all tense anticipation. ‘He’ll slip us in the back way while the cleaners are in. Are yer sure you can do it, Jock? There won’t be a problem?’


    Jock looked at him pityingly. ‘A Milner? Sweet Christ, Albie. An old Milner with a riveted back I can open as easy as blowing ma nose. We lift the back edge wi’a hammered chisel and we clamp in the jaws of big bolt cutters and roll back the rear plate like opening a tin of sardines. Then it’s simply a hammer and chisel job through the asbestos and inner box of sheet metal. But you’d better make sure your mate’s information is spot on. I’m nae risking ma fucking liberty for money that isna’there.’


    ‘It’ll be there.’ Albie could hardly control his elation. He and Jock and Smiler were going to make a great team. He could feel it in his water.


    Jock made a noncommittal noise deep in his throat. There’d have to be another meet with Albie’s inside man. He’d never taken anything on trust yet and wasn’t about to start now. ‘Ma glass is empty,’ he said, turning his attention to a matter of some importance. ‘It’s your round, Albie. Get’em in.’


    ‘’Lo, Aunty Pearl. What are yer doin’sittin’on Ma Perkins’garden wall in the dark?’ Five-year-old Johnny Rice sauntered up to her with interest, a mongrel on a length of string trailing behind him.


    ‘I’m minding me own business, which is what you should be doing.’ Pearl’s voice was tart. Buried deep in a black and white checked jacket, her peroxide-blonde hair now backcombed to within an inch of its life, she hadn’t particularly wanted to be seen. ‘And it’s half eight. You should have been home long ago.’


    Johnny shrugged, his elbows poking out of his holey jumper, his hair an angelic gold in the glow of the sodium streetlights. ‘I go home when I like,’ he said in a take-it-or-leave-it manner. ‘Are yer waitin’for me dad to come out o’the pub?’


    Across the road the Manley Arms saloon door was closed against the November cold, the noise of conversation from within high and abnormally passionate as the dramatic events of a few hours ago were hashed and rehashed.


    ‘No, I’m not, you cheeky bugger. Now sod off and take that apology of a dog with you. Your ma won’t let you have it in the house, you realise that, don’t you?’


    ‘Dad will,’ Johnny said nonchalantly, beginning to saunter on his way. He looked back over his shoulder. ‘And if you’re waitin’ for dad’s mate, me muvver says he’s far too old for yer and he probably has a wife tucked away in Scotland.’


    Pearl said a rude word and hugged herself even deeper into her jacket. Jock Sweeting had better not have a wife tucked away in Scotland because she, Pearl, fancied him. She fancied him something rotten. He wasn’t very tall, but he was thickset and moved with boxer-like, springy precision. His face, too, hard-boned and uncompromising, excited her.


    She couldn’t just walk into the Manley Arms to waylay him, though. Not if he and Albie and Smiler were having a meet. What she would do was to be off the wall and strolling up the road the moment the three of them stepped outside. Then, when they overtook her and she began walking back to Creek Row with them all, she’d manage to have a few words with him. He might even suggest they returned to the pub together for a nightcap. If he didn’t she’d make the suggestion herself.


    ‘Can you get any gelly down here or will I need tae send up the road for it?’ Jock was asking as Albie and Smiler followed him from the pub.


    ‘Wot d’yer mean? Up the road?’ Smiler was completely lost. ‘Do yer mean Jamaica Road? The Old Kent Road?’


    ‘I mean Scotland, you wally.’


    ‘Going north for it might be best.’ Albie tried to sound casual, not wanting to say that neither he nor Smiler had a clue where they could put their hands on gelignite.


    Jock sighed. He might have known his new team-mates wouldn’t be spectacularly helpful. ‘We’ll take the rattler tae Stirling at the weekend then.’ He’d no intention of hitting a stone quarry in the Glasgow area. ‘And we’ll take all we can and store it. There’s no point in taking only enough for a couple of jobs.’


    They stood on the pavement, Smiler blowing on his hands to keep them warm. ‘Where do quarry works keep their gelly, then?’ he asked between puffs. ‘Is breaking in dodgy?’


    ‘Naw.’ Jock turned up his jacket collar against smogladen air. ‘It’s a piece of cake. Magazines are always sited for safety in the middle of a field, generally in a brick hut wi’a wall round it for extra protection. There’ll be two doors. The first’ll be padlocked and we can cut the padlock off wi’ bolt-cutters. The inside’ll be steel-covered wood and we just jemmy it off – and don’t bleedin’ well ask me how, Smiler. We just get a start wi’a hammerhead wrapped in cloth tae keep down the noise and then keep popping the rivets. When it’s off we cut the lock out of the wood. OK?’


    Smiler nodded. It sounded OK to him. He couldn’t think why he and Albie hadn’t been snaffling gelly yonks ago.


    ‘What about detonators?’ Albie asked as they began to walk away from the pub. ‘Will they be stored with the gelly?’


    Jock nodded. How Albie had made a living from thieving when he was so green he couldn’t for the life of him think. ‘We need tae rake up some large biscuit tins. One for gelly, one for detonators. And we need tae find a safe burrow for it. A wood, preferably. It needs tae be somewhere it willna’sweat. Gelly’s only dangerous if it sweats.’


    ‘So what do we do when we’ve got it? Bury it and mark the spot?’


    Jock nodded again, trying to suppress his exasperation. Christ Almighty, couldn’t Albie work out anything for himself? Was he even going to have to spell out the ground rules – no chickens, no loudmouths, no big spenders and, above all, no grasses? ‘And when we’ve got a nice little supply tucked away we can make plans for a better bit of work,’ he said, putting his acolytes out of their misery. ‘A bank vault. How’s that suit you and Smiler?’


    Smiler’s pale eyes gleamed. All his life he’d wanted to do a vault but he’d never had the brains to work out how to go about it.


    Jock was well aware of Smiler’s enthusiasm but had no intention of indulging it by jawing any more. A blonde walking a little way in front of them had attracted his attention. Dressed in a checked jacket, a provocatively short black skirt and stiletto-heeled patent shoes, there was something familiar about her and she was walking as if she knew full well they were behind her and was hoping they would catch up with her.


    ‘Wotcha, Pearl!’ Albie called out, and as the blonde turned, a look of affected surprise on her face, Jock grinned. Surprise, my arse. Pearl Burns had known damn well who was behind her. Loitering with intent, that’s what Pearl had been doing – and he knew enough about women and the way they often reacted to him to know exactly what her intention was.


    ‘Where’ve you been, gel?’ Albie asked as the three of them drew abreast of her. ‘The flicks?’


    ‘What, tonight? With all the hoo-ha over President Kennedy?’ Pearl’s voice was genuinely incredulous. ‘Course I ain’t. I’ve been with a girl friend.’ Though she was talking to Albie she was looking at Jock. ‘She’s ever so upset. Crying her eyes out she was when I left.’


    Jock’s eyes held hers. He wasn’t usually a pushover for women but this one was very convenient. She knew he was a villain and so he wouldn’t have to make an effort at pretending to be anything he wasn’t. Being part of Albie’s family she could be trusted to keep her trap shut about anything she overheard or saw. She was certainly a looker and, if she was nearer to her mid-thirties than her mid-twenties, so what? He could still give her fifteen years or so. Last, but by no means least, unless he was very much mistaken she was handing herself to him on a plate and he hadn’t had a little bit of you-know-what for longer than he cared to remember.


    ‘Doesna’sound much of a fun evening, hen,’ he said, aware that, as she wasn’t a West End tart, he wouldn’t have to dig too deep in his pocket to keep her happy. ‘How about our having a wee dram together? There’s still ten minutes tae closing.’


    ‘Don’t mind if I do,’ Pearl responded with feigned nonchalance. She slid her hand into the crook of his arm. ‘G’night, Albie; ‘night, Smiler. See yer.’


    Albie gave a nod and Smiler grunted and then, as Jock’s surprisingly light footfalls and the, tip-tap of Pearl’s high heels receded in the direction of the Manley Arms, Smiler said heavily, ‘Do yer fink yer should tip’im the wink that Pearl’s’usband-’ unting?’


    Albie considered for a moment or two and then, as they turned into the cobbled confines of Creek Row, said, ‘Nah. I’ope Pearl does get’im to the altar. A bloke like Jock in the family could be a real asset, know what I mean?’


    Smiler nodded, not too sure of the word ‘asset’but getting the general drift. If Jock Sweeting was linked to him and Albie by marriage they wouldn’t have to worry he’d soon be off looking for other backup men, leaving them in the lurch.


    ‘Let’s’ope Pearl does’er stuff, then,’ he said, rocking unsteadily on his heels as he came to a halt outside a door with the words ‘Up Millwall, screw Tottenham’penknifed into it. Albie, walking the further few yards to his own front door, made a noise of agreement. He, too, hoped Pearl would do her stuff and bring Jock Sweeting into the family fold.


    In a chemist’s doorway, conveniently deepset and three doorways short of the Manley Arms, Pearl was doing her stuff to the very best of her ability. Her panties were stuffed in one jacket pocket, her tights in the other, and her skirt was rucked as high around her thighs as it would go. With her arms wrapped around Jock’s neck, his tongue deeply past hers, she was standing legs apart, tippy-toes in her stilettos so that he could enter her.


    Jock, failing to do so despite an erection that would have done a bull proud, lifted his head from hers and, panting with a mixture of passion and exertion, cupped her buttocks, lifting her so that she could wind her legs around his waist Chinese tree style.


    

      ‘Do it! Do it! Do it!’ Pearl’s urging, as with the doorway wall giving them support he thrust deep inside her, was frenzied. She’d already heard the bell being rung for time in the Manley Arms and knew that at any second customers would be spilling out of the pub and into the street.


    

      ‘Christ Almighty, hen!’ Jock, who hadn’t copulated for five years and hadn’t attempted to do so in a standing position for a good deal longer, didn’t know which of his fears was the most desperate: that she was about to slither from his grasp; that his legs were going to give way, or that the Manley Arms’regulars were about to appraise his performance.


    Grunting and groaning he forged ahead to an explosive earth-rocking climax. He was aware of Pearl mewling as she hung on to him; he was aware of light flooding the street as the Manley Arms’saloon door opened and people began to spill out into the street; he was aware of Pearl hurriedly regaining her balance, frantically tugging her skirt down as she did so. And he was aware that knee-tremblers weren’t the piece of cake they’d been in his illspent youth. His knees weren’t trembling. They were bloody


    crippled.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    1969


    ‘Good morning, new children!’ Miss Cullin said brightly to her Easter intake who were sitting in a cross-legged group in front of her. ‘Welcome to St Margaret’s Infants’School. My name is Miss Cullin and now I want you to tell me, and the rest of the class, your names.’ She beamed at them encouragingly. ‘So, who have we here, right at the front?’


    She was looking straight at Jackie and Jackie beamed back at her. ‘Jackie, Miss,’ she said, eager to please. ‘Jackie Sweeting.’


    Miss Cullin’s encouraging smile faltered. The Headmaster had warned her that one of her pupils was cousin to the Rice boys and to Eddie Burns. Kevin Rice had attended both St Margaret’s Infants’ and St Margaret’s Juniors’and was now, to the vast relief of St Margaret’s staff, wreaking havoc in a secondary school on the far side of the borough, as was his cousin, Eddie. Johnny Rice was in his last year at St Margaret’s Juniors’ and rumour had it that junior-school teaching staff were counting off not only the days to the end of the summer term but the hours also.


    Not that Johnny Rice, or Kevin either for that matter, fell into the same category as Eddie Burns. Though the Rice boys were tearaways and obviously intent on following their father into a life of crime, they had redeeming features and were reasonably likeable, Johnny especially so.


    The same could not be said of Eddie. Eddie was not only disruptive and aggressive and a flagrant thief, Eddie was evil. Remembering the incident with the hamster Miss Cullin shuddered. Harry the hamster had served the purpose of being both a pet and a teaching aid for the first year infants. Eddie, by then in Junior School, had broken in to Class One after school hours, lifted Harry from his bed of wood shavings and, with the aid of a fiercesomely efficient homemade catapult, had lobbed him over the Infants’School roof in the direction of the Junior playground. It was the school caretaker who had scraped the pathetic remains of bloody impacted flesh from the Tarmacked gravel.


    And now, closely related to this nightmare in human form, was a child who would be in her class for the next year at the very least.


    ‘Jacqueline,’ she corrected Jackie, pinning a smile in place with effort. ‘We don’t use shortened versions of names in class, Jacqueline. And you, little boy,’ with undue haste she transferred her attention to the child seated on Jackie’s left. ‘What is your name?’


    Before the boy seated next to her could answer Jackie shot her hand up to regain Miss Cullin’s attention. ‘Please, Miss,’ she persisted, perplexed. ‘My name is Jackie, Miss. It’s always been Jackie. On account of President Kennedy being shotted, Miss.’


    It was a statement too startling to ignore. Miss Cullin paused, turned her head slightly, and looked again into Jackie’s upturned face. It was framed by short straight dark hair and was disarmingly earnest and surprisingly well scrubbed. ‘Your mother named you after Mrs Kennedy?’ There was dazed disbelief in her voice. She’d had an Elvis in a previous class and a Tippi, named after Tippi Hedron, and even a Ringo, but she’d never come across a child being named after Jacqueline Kennedy before.


    ‘I don’t know, Miss.’ Jackie was beginning to feel uncomfortable. Why was Miss so interested in her name? Everyone was looking at her and the pasty-faced boy next to her was sniggering. ‘It’s just that I was borned the night President Kennedy was shotted and’e was called Jack and mum called me Jackie.’


    There was no doubt at all in Jackie’s voice but Miss Cullin was more perplexed than ever. Hastily she looked down at her class register. Was Jackie Sweeting a year late in beginning school? Was she nearly six, not going on five? Neatly printed against her name was her birth date: 24 August 1964. She hadn’t even been born when Kennedy had been assassinated. ‘But you weren’t even …’ she began and then stopped short. November 1963 to August 1964 was exactly nine months. As realisation dawned as to why Jackie had been named after the late President or, if not the President, his wife, scarlet colour flooded her thin cheeks. How typical of the Sweeting, Rice and Burns tribe! How atrociously and monumentally tasteless!


    ‘In my class,’ she said with such sudden venom that Jackie flinched and the boy next to her ceased being amused, ‘you will answer to the name of Jacqueline. Is that understood?’


    ‘Yes, Miss. No, Miss.’ Jackie was totally bewildered. She knew Johnny and Kevin and Eddie didn’t like school but they were boys. She had been looking forward to school. She liked learning and already knew her two and three times tables. All the excitement she’d felt at starting school was rapidly turning to anxiety. She didn’t think Miss liked her very much and, though she didn’t know why, knew that it was all to do with her name. If Miss wanted to call her Jacqueline perhaps she should let her do so. It wouldn’t be much different to her little sister, Raquel, being called Kelly all the time. It would just be the other way round, that was all. Having sorted things out in her own mind she breathed a sigh of relief. She’d be Jacqueline at school but not anywhere else – and she wouldn’t tell her mum about Miss calling her Jacqueline. She knew enough about her mum to know that her mum wouldn’t like it.


    ‘So our next fill-in job is going to be a jack-in-the-box at Crawley, is it?’ Albie, Smiler and Jock were having a meet in Sid’s Dining Rooms, Plough Way, and it was Albie who was doing the asking.


    ‘I dinna’see why not. It’s worked a treat before and Crawley should be a guid haul.’ Jock ran a hand over his close-cropped hair. ‘We’ll need a big square car, a Zephyr or a Zodiac.’


    Albie nodded. The last jack-in-the-box they’d done, the car boot was so small he and Jock had nearly died from cramp and suffocation before Smiler, acting the part of a blind pedestrian, had tapped the boot with his stick, signalling that it was time for them to burst out. The job had been a success, though. Jack-in-the-boxes usually were. When security vans parked up the crew, prior to ferrying money sacks into or out of a bank, meticulously checked the street up and down. A parked car with three men in would immediately attract their attention. A seemingly empty car would not. The minute the money was unloaded and about to be transferred into the bank Jock and Albie, balaclavaed and with coshes at the ready, would seemingly spring out of thin air. Smiler, no longer ‘blind’, would leap into the car, revving the engine, and within split seconds, the robbery would be over and they would be away with the loot.


    ‘Cash delivery tae the bank is ten o’clock, Monday mornings,’ Jock continued, wondering when banks would wake up to the fact that staggering days and time might be a sensible security measure. ‘Last week there were three big sacks.’


    ‘Who’ll lift the third one?’ Albie knew it would be either him or Jock because Smiler would be doing the driving. A moment’s hesitation over such a matter, once the job was underway, could mean disaster. In a jack-in-the-box every fraction of a second counted.


    ‘I’ll pitch it but only if time’s on our side. It’s better tae get away with two sacks than tae get caught with three.’


    Albie’s eyes met Smiler’s and quickly slid away. Jock’s reputation for reckless effrontery was mixed with a cautious canniness that was becoming a source of contention. If, on the job they were now planning, a sack of cash was left on the pavement behind them it wouldn’t be for the first time. Smiler didn’t like it and, in his heart of hearts, Albie didn’t blame him. There was no point in causing a stir about it, though. When it came to planning jobs Jock was boss and, since the three of them had become a family concern, none of them had spent so much as an hour in the nick.


    Aware that it was time to change the subject and diffuse, the sudden tension, Albie said affably, ‘Sod me if these eels aren’t some of the best I’ve ever tasted. Bugger if I don’t go another lot.’


    Jock made a noise deep in his throat that could have meant anything and that Albie took to mean he, too, could go another lot of eels. Jock had meant nothing of the kind. He knew damn well Albie and Smiler didn’t like his canniness – not when it came to a question of leaving dosh behind – but dosh was no use to man nor mouse if the extra few minutes spent in grabbing it meant security men or filth all over them. He and Albie were, after all, family men. What would his Pearl do if he queered up a job and got nicked for it? Although Jackie had just started school Kelly was only three and a bit. If Pearl had to get a job to make ends meet who would she leave Kelly with? She couldn’t leave her with Lil – not if Lil was having to work because Albie, too, was back in the Ville. No. Like it or lump it his canny method of working was going to prevail. He might have come relatively late to family life but now he had his girls he wasn’t going to be parted from them. But there was no sense in putting the wind up Albie by telling him that he’d long ago determined he’d commit murder first.


    ‘Course they’ll let us in to play snooker,’ Eddie said scornfully. ‘Yer’ve only to be sixteen. Yer can pass for sixteen, can’t yer?’


    Kevin wasn’t sure he could. He was tall for a thirteen-year-old but he didn’t have Eddie’s shoulders. Eddie had the shoulders of a boy of eighteen. He had big hands, too. When Eddie threw a punch – though throwing punches wasn’t his favourite way of fighting – the poor bugger on the receiving end was knocked into the middle of next week.


    ‘I could give it a try,’ he said doubtfully, ‘but Johnny’ll never get in. He’s not yet eleven and he only looks eleven.’


    ‘Leave it out, will yer?’ Johnny drummed his heels against the wall he was sitting on. He hated it when Eddie and Kevin ganged up on him, treating him as if he was still a snotty-nosed kid. He knew he wouldn’t be able to get in at the snooker hall because he’d already tried once and been thrown out on his ear. He didn’t think Kevin would be able to get in either but there was no point in saying so and starting a barney.


    ‘Come on then.’ Eddie didn’t give a toss whether Johnny could get in or not. He knew he’d be able to get in and if he could, then Kevin would too. He’d make sure of it. He fingered the flick knife in his jacket pocket. He didn’t take crap from anyone and, like a growing number of people in Bermondsey, the bloke who ran the snooker hall knew it. With a swagger that had been perfected by long hours in front of a mirror Eddie sauntered off, Kevin hard on his heels.


    Johnny knew he had two options. He could either go with them and hang around the snooker hall entrance, or he could try and find someone else to pal up with. As most of his dad’s mates’kids lived Deptford way, and as the other families in Creek Row, apart from his and Eddie’s and his Aunty Pearl’s, were straight, he was unlikely to find anyone to mate up with for the evening. Straight kids were a pain in the arse. Their mothers created hell if they were seen with him or Kevin or Eddie. Especially Eddie. They were always whinging on about having homework to do – and he had to mind his mouth whenever he was with them in case he let slip anything about his dad’s or his uncles’activities that they could go home and grass about.


    With a sigh of weary acceptance he slithered down from the wall. Rather than mooch about on his own for the rest of the evening he’d go with Eddie and Kevin to the snooker hall. There’d be bound to be other kids hanging around the doorway and some of the punters, those who knew his dad, would probably give him a free ciggie or a bottle of Coke.


    ‘I don’t think I heard yer right, mister,’ Eddie was saying menacingly. ‘I thought for a minute yer said my cousin didn’t look sixteen.’


    ‘He doesn’t.’ The snooker hall manager was well used to trouble and to handling it but he was beginning to feel an edge of unease. He’d had a run-in with Eddie before and it hadn’t been pleasant. Also, be was mindful of the fact that Eddie’s old man was Smiler Burns and he didn’t want a visit from Smiler. He liked his face just the way it was and didn’t want Smiler rearranging it for him.


    Eddie leaned towards him fingering the knife in his pocket. He smiled. It was a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. ‘That’s ’cos he had an illness as a kid,’ he said, aware that several people were now looking towards them and enjoying himself hugely. ‘It stunted his growth. Now which table are we goin’to play on?’


    The snooker hall manager knew very well what Eddie was toying with in his pocket. He was only a kid, of course, but he wasn’t built like a kid and, if he was anything like his dad, he’d go the whole way once he lost his rag – which was one good reason for helping him not to lose it.


    ‘Table twelve,’ he said grudgingly, switching on table twelve’s overhead lights and hoping that now he’d made this concession Eddie and his cousin would keep themselves to themselves. ‘You pay when you’ve finished playing.’


    ‘Yeah.’ This time Eddie’s smile was genuine. ‘Course we do. Come on, Kev. Let’s get a couple of cues.’


    Kevin shot the manager a look of smug triumph and, thumbs hooked nonchalantly into the pockets of his jeans, sauntered in Eddie’s wake across to the snooker table.


    The boys playing on table eleven watched their approach in bad humour. They hadn’t been allowed in the snooker hall until their sixteenth birthdays and still revelling in this recent rite of passage didn’t like seeing others bypass it.


    ‘That kid’s only thirteen,’ one of them said about Kevin in a loud voice as Eddie corralled the red balls into a frame and Kevin began setting the others out on the table. ‘He goes to the same school as my sister. He’s in her class.’


    Kevin grinned, unabashed. It was the fact it was so obvious he was underage that made his being there such a blast.


    ‘I fink you’re being talked about, Kev.’ Eddie lifted the frame free of the balls. ‘They must be friends of yours. And if they’re friends of yours, they’ll be buying us a drink, won’t they?’


    There was derisive laughter from the other snooker table. ‘Only in your dreams, man,’ one of the other youths said, not even troubling to look towards Eddie.


    Eddie applied chalk to the tip of his cue and, taking his time, blew the residue away. The boy who had just spoken was black. Eddie didn’t like blacks. He didn’t like blacks so much, he was thinking of going into politics and joining the National Front.


    ‘Come on, Ed.’ Kevin was getting a mite apprehensive. A snooker hall wasn’t the street or a piece of waste ground. If they pitched into a fight here they wouldn’t be able to scarper quickly from it. Not only that, even with Eddie at his side he didn’t fancy fighting youths three or four years his senior. There was also no telling who else in the snooker hall might pitch in against them and, though the Sambo hadn’t been in the front of the queue when shoulders were given out, he had a dangerous slim and supple whippy look about him. ‘Let’s get on with the game,’ he said, wishing Eddie wasn’t always so ready to show he was a chip off the old block. ‘Who’s going to break? Are we going to toss for it?’


    ‘I fink we’re going to wait until your friend buys us a drink before we break.’ Eddie, still with the cue in his hand, walked around to the side of the table adjacent to number eleven. His eyes were on his own table and the balls Kevin had so carefully set out but his thoughts weren’t on them. He was savouring the feeling of excitement building up inside him. The excitement he always felt before lashing out with his fists and his feet – and whatever weapon there was to hand.


    This time, with an opponent so much older than himself and with so many blokes nearby who would, no doubt, try to break it up, he would be running a real risk. What if the blackie gave him a pasting? His growing reputation for being someone it was better not to mess with would be shot to pieces.


    Holding the cue in one hand he fingered the knife in his pocket with the other. Kev didn’t know about the knife which meant that Kev was in for a big surprise. Eddie liked surprising his cousin. It kept him one step ahead of him.


    One thing Eddie had long ago decided was that, unlike his dad, he was never going to be a follower. He was going to be a leader. He was going to be like Jock Sweeting and call all the shots and have everyone running around doing what he said. And he was going to make sure people were frightened of him, too. Making people frightened of him was a good feeling. It made him feel he was somebody. It made his heart pound and the blood sing in his ears. And it made his cock big. He hadn’t told anyone about that. Not even Kevin.


    He could feel his cock getting big now as he anticipated the expression on the blackie’s face when he pinned him down on the table, the cue hard across his throat.


    Kevin saw the expression on Eddie’s face and, in increasing nervousness, flicked a coin in the air. ‘Heads,’ he called, eager to divert attention from the stupid git goading them and to start the game. He wasn’t chicken. When circumstances demanded it he had all the bottle in the world. This wasn’t one of those circumstances, though. This was unnecessary. They were only thirteen years old, for Christ’s sake, and everyone around them was sixteen or over. Plus the manager would have the old Bill in the place if Eddie went haywire and things got really out of hand.


    The coin came down tails. ‘It’s your break, Eddie. Let’s get on with the game, eh?’ All Kevin could think of was that the game would be his first in a proper snooker club and that, unless Eddie snapped out of his present mood, it was a game that wasn’t even going to get started.


    To his relief Eddie gave an acquiescent shrug and bent over the table, lining up his cue. His back was only a foot or so from where the black youth was standing, waiting his turn to pot.


    The black youth grinned. He was extraordinarily good-looking in a teenage Harry Belafonte kind of way. ‘Decided to buy your own drinks, have you, man?’ he asked mockingly.


    It was the last time he spoke for a very long time.


    Eddie spun round, kicking the youth’s legs away from him and, at the same time, slamming the snooker cue lengthways across his throat. With a choked-off cry of agony the youth fell back on the table he’d been playing, balls skittering in all directions. Eddie leaped on him, pinning him to green baize, ramming the cue as hard as he could against his windpipe. As his victim bucked and struggled, choking in agony, he brought a knee up fast and hard, smashing him in the balls with all the force he was capable of.


    ‘What the fuck …?’ The disbelieving expletive from one of the other youths was all Kevin heard. The next minute the world and his brother seemed to be on him and he was savagely punching and biting and kicking – and being savagely punched and bitten and kicked.


    It was bedlam. Lights over snooker tables were smashed. The manager was on the phone yelling for the police. Blokes who had come running from the far side of the snooker hall didn’t know who was being set on and who was doing the setting-on and, as Kevin was obviously only a kid, assumed he was the one being victimised, and launched into an attack on those knocking the hell out of him.


    What Eddie’s situation was Kevin didn’t know. All he knew was that he wanted out while he was still capable of getting home under his own steam. There were plenty of people only too happy to help him.


    ‘Get that little wanker off my premises!’ the manager was yelling to anyone who would listen. ‘Mind those fucking tables! That fucking baize costs money! Stop breaking those bleeding cues!’


    Someone had Kevin by the scruff of the neck and was dragging him over to the stairs that led down to the street. ‘Eddie!’ he shouted, only too willing to be hauled out of the mayhem. ‘EDDIE!’


    ‘He’s got a blade! He’s bleeding knifed Dexter! He’s a fucking maniac!’


    Kevin didn’t know who was doing the yelling but he had a damned good idea who they were talking about. From somewhere in the distance there came the piercing screech of a police siren. A knife, for Christ’s sake! What if Eddie had committed murder and he was roped in as an accessory?


    He tumbled down the stairs, battered and bleeding. As he picked himself up at their foot and staggered out into the street a police car swerved to a halt at the kerb, lights flashing, and siren still going.


    Johnny was running towards him, the stupid dog that followed him everywhere charging at his heels.


    ‘Kev! Kev! What is it, Kev? What’s happened? Where’s Eddie? Is he in trouble? Is …?’


    As three coppers leaped from the car, heading with all speed towards the stairs leading above Burton’s shop to the snooker hall, Kevin slung his arm around his kid brother’s shoulders. He had two reasons for doing so. One was because if he hadn’t he would have fallen to his knees. The other was that Johnny made a perfect blind. Alongside Johnny he looked what he was, a thirteen-year-old. Even with his jacket torn, his shirt almost ripped from his back and with blood pouring from his nose and a cut above his eye, the police made no attempt to detain him. They weren’t after kids who had been caught up in the mêlée; they were after the instigators of it.


    As the policemen sprinted up the stairs to the snooker hall Johnny said again, his voice raw with urgency, ‘What the bleedin’ hell happened, Kev? Why are the cozzers on the rampage? Where’s Eddie? Are you hurt as bad as you look? Why–’


    ‘Yes,’ Kevin said, answering the question that was preoccupying him most. ‘I fucking am hurt as bad as I look. Just let’s get home. I’ve swallowed a tooth, I’m gobbing blood and I think Eddie’s got himself into real trouble this time. Big trouble. The kind of trouble there’s no walking away from. We need to, get home and tell Uncle Jock.’


    Johnny, still in the dark about what Eddie had actually done but aware their cousin must by now be in police hands, took as much of Kevin’s weight as he was able. That it was their uncle Johnny wanted to tell first, not Eddie’s dad or their own, came as no surprise to him. If the Rice, Burns and Sweeting families were a clan their Uncle Jock was the clan chief.


    ‘He ain’t goin’to be pleased,’ he said as he laboriously heaved Kevin into Creek Row. ‘It’ll mean Eddie’s house bein’visited by the cozzers an’they’ll use it as an excuse to have a good old poke around.’


    ‘Which is why we have to let Jock know what’s happened sharpish.’ Kevin wiped his bloody nose on the tattered sleeve of his jacket. ‘Mum ain’t goin’to be pleased about the state of this jacket, either. It didn’t fall off the back of a lorry, yer know. She bought it cash in Deptford Market.’


    ‘I think,’ said Johnny, ‘yer jacket’ll be the least of her worries.’


    ‘Your nephew’s divvy, hen. I hope you know that?’ Jock was steaming. In his credo to draw police attention unnecessarily was an act of the grossest stupidity.


    It was three hours later. The police had been and gone at the Burnses’house and, though they had been exceedingly unwelcome, hadn’t used the incident as an excuse for a search. Eddie was being held overnight in Deptford nick and Jock had seen to it that it was Flo who had gone down to be with him, not Smiler. As a juvenile he was to be brought before a magistrate at ten o’clock the next morning on a charge of grievous bodily harm. His victim, with a knife wound to his chest, was undergoing emergency surgery at St Thomas’s.


    ‘I suppose he was defending himself,’ Pearl said staunchly, though without much conviction.


    ‘I doubt it.’ Jock was scathing. ‘The trouble with young Eddie is that he’s like his old man – backward, fearless and violent. He turns for nae reason. And when he turns he’s dangerous. Smiler’s never been one tae just use his fists, has he? He always wants tae pick up a tool as well.’


    They were in the kitchen, and though it was going on for eleven o’clock at night Kelly and Jackie, in nighties and dressing gowns, were seated at the table drinking mugs of Horlicks.


    ‘Smiler just takes a bit of understanding, that’s all.’ Though she wasn’t overfond of Smiler Pearl wasn’t about to rubbish him. He was her brother, after all. ‘The only thing wrong with Smiler is that he ain’t very bright.’


    Jock gave a crack of mirthless laughter. ‘Too right he isna’very bright, hen. Smiler’s between Dagenham and East Ham. He’s Barking.’


    Despite her anxieties Pearl gave a splutter of laughter and Jackie stared at her, not understanding how she could laugh when such a terrible thing had happened. Pink spots of colour burned her cheeks. Didn’t her mum know that by the morning the whole of Creek Row would know Eddie had been arrested for hurting someone? And then school would know and the teachers would be talking about her again. Jackie hated it when Miss Cullin and the other teachers looked at her as if there were something wrong with her; as if she weren’t like the other girls in her class; as if she were different. She didn’t want to be different. She wanted to be like everyone else. It was difficult, though, when her friends at school didn’t invite her to play in their homes and when her mum didn’t like her bringing anyone to number 28 in case they were what her mum called ‘them’and not, like the children of the blokes her dad and uncles did jobs with, ‘us’.


    Kelly didn’t share her sister’s inner anguish. Kelly was merely puzzled. What had her dad said to her mum that was so funny? And what was going to happen to Eddie now that nasty policemen had taken him away?


    ‘Eddie will come home, won’t he, Dad?’ she asked, stirring the skin that had formed on top of her drink with her finger. ‘He won’t be locked up for ever and ever, will he?’


    Jock ruffled her red-gold curls. His own hair, before it had become so salt-and-pepper, had had a mahogany cast to it but Kelly’s hair wasn’t mahogany – it was a glorious glowing titian. ‘He’s going to be locked up for longer than he’s going to like, princess.’ He swung her up so that he was carrying her in one well-muscled and tattooed arm. ‘It’s going to be borstal for Eddie-boy,’ he said, stretching out his free hand towards Jackie.


    As he took them upstairs to bed Kelly wrapped her arms tightly around his neck. When she was as old as Eddie she wouldn’t let nasty policemen nab her. She’d be like her dad. She’d lead them a right merry dance, all the way round the houses and back again and they’d never catch her. Never, never, never!


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    1972


    ‘Now Jock’s been nicked what are you goin’ to do, Pearl?’ Lily was pegging washing out. It was July and as well as being sunny it was also breezy. Her sheets and pillowcases would be dry in no time at all. She took a peg out of her mouth in order to speak more easily. ‘The boys’ll be doing a whip-round for you, of course.’ By ‘boys’Lily meant the extended network of south-east London villains who were Smiler, Albie and Jock’s mates. ‘They’ll do it pretty reg’lar, too. Envelope through the letter box every Saturday night. Jock’s well thought of. No one’ll want it getting back to him that you and the kids ain’t being cared for.’


    ‘A charity whip-round ain’t necessary, Lil, and you know it.’


    It was a statement Lily couldn’t argue with. Though their extended family still lived in Creek Row, it did so out of choice, not necessity. ‘Never flash readies,’ Jock had said in the early days when he, Albie and Smiler had carried out their first bit of work together. And so, instead of ostentatiously flashing it around in a manner that would have drawn attention, they had spent it on very exclusive and exceedingly discreet holiday homes on the Isle of Sheppey.


    The compromise suited all three women. None of them wanted transplanting into a hoity-toity area such as Blackheath or Chislehurst. Bermondsey was familiar. It was where they’d been born and bred and where they felt comfortable. They felt comfortable on the Isle of Sheppey, too. A little way from their own select second residences was a giant caravan park and acres of chalets and those who holidayed there were nearly all, like themselves, from south-east London. The entertainment facilities on the camp site, all open to non residents, couldn’t be bettered. There were bars and social clubs, fish and chip shops, and pie and mash shops, even a bingo hall. ‘It’s a little bit of’eaven on earth,’ Flo had said, revelling in the fact that she could spend weeks on end there if she wanted, leaving her miserable-faced other half to his own devices in Creek Row.


    ‘And before you suggest I hang out at Sheppey for a while don’t bother.’ Pearl was sunk in bitterness. ‘Flo’s down there at the moment and I don’t want her bleating on to me every hour of the day.’


    Lily pegged out a nightie big enough to shelter a troop of boy scouts. Pearl and Flo weren’t on the best of terms at the moment, which wasn’t surprising, seeing as it was Smiler’s fault Jock was now in the boob. It hadn’t been one of Jock’s bigger jobs and he hadn’t been tooled up, thank God, but even so, because of his record he’d been given six years. Smiler had copped for four.


    ‘He should have been sent to bleedin’ Broadmoor,’ Pearl had fumed as he and Jock had been driven away from the court in a Black Maria. ‘He’s bleedin’crackers. Jock told him never, ever to leave the car on a jack-in-the-box. Not even if he and Albie were being beaten to smithereens. And why does he leave it? Because he sees there’s more dosh than Jock and Albie can get away with. How Albie wasn’t caught as well is a bleedin’miracle.’


    ‘The coppers know he was the bloke that gave them the slip,’ Lily had said, no happier about Smiler than her sister. ‘Only as he never had his Balaclava ripped from his face, and Smiler and Jock ain’t talking, they can’t prove nothing, plus he was up and over the wall next to the post office like greased lighting. That post office motorcyclist must have wondered what had happened to him when Albie sent him flying and did a runner with his bike.’


    ‘If Smiler had stayed with the getaway like he was supposed to they’d all have been able to do a runner.’ Pearl hadn’t the slightest intention of visiting Smiler in the nick. She wasn’t sure if she’d even write to him.


    With her arms folded across a bosom that was now as ample as her sister’s she said, a different note in her voice: ‘I’m goin’to get myself a little job, Lil. Something that will take my mind off things. I’ve seen a charring job advertised that might suit. It’s in Blackheath and sounds as if it could be a nice little doddle.’


    ‘Charring?’ Lily tucked her now empty laundry basket beneath a mottled arm. ‘You must be out of your head. And Blackheath’s a funny place for office-cleaning, ain’t it? All the Mrs Mops I know do for offices in the City.’


    ‘And they get up at the crack of dawn to do’em.’ Pearl shuddered. ‘No way, Lil. I just want something to take my mind off Jock being locked away. A couple of hours a day, two or three days a week, that what I’m after.’


    Lily chewed the corner of her lip, not at all happy. ‘There’s an awful lot of high-falutin filth live at Blackheath – police superintendents, judges, magistrates. You don’t want any of’em cottoning on to who your old man is, do you?’


    ‘Wouldn’t make much bleedin’difference now he’s already inside, would it?’ Pearl could contain her resentful anger no longer. ‘All that would happen is that they’d give me the sack – though why they should when I ain’t never done no thievin’I don’t bleedin’ know, do you?’


    She flounced off before Lily could retort that though she may not have thieved herself she’d lived off the proceeds for long enough – angry with Jock for having been nabbed – angry with Smiler for being responsible for his being nabbed – angry with herself for not being more stoical about things; angry with the world.


    ‘Come on, Jackie! Kelly!’ she shouted, storming into the house. ‘Move your arses! We’re goin’for a bus ride to Blackheath. Your mum’s goin’to get herself a job!’


    ‘I would like it if you could clean two hours a day, two days a week,’ Lavender Pulfer said in a pleasantly cultured voice.


    They were seated in a room Lavender Pulfer had described as the drawing room. It was very large, very high. The walls were papered in a magnolia wallpaper and there were several pictures on the walls, all pale water-colours and all in narrow gold frames. The carpet was oatmeal, the heavily swagged curtains cream. Pearl thought it colourless to the point of screaming monotony. She’d have had some bright floral curtains up and a cheerful flight of plaster ducks on the wall in no time at all. She reminded herself that she wasn’t there to criticise the furnishings, but to get herself a job that would show Jock how miffed with him she was.


    ‘Two hours a day, twice a week, will suit me fine,’ she said, hoping that Jackie and Kelly, playing outside on stone-lion-flanked steps, were behaving themselves.


    Mrs Pulfer had invited Jackie and Kelly inside but it was an offer Pearl had turned down. Jackie would have been all right. Jackie was always good as gold. Kelly, however, was another matter. Kelly would have been asking questions and touching things and making a little nuisance of herself. Also, it wasn’t beyond the realms of possibility that some small objects might have found their way into Kelly’s pockets.


    When she, Pearl, had stated in angry frustration to Lily that she’d never thieved she’d been telling the truth. Jackie was the same. Jackie would never take anything that wasn’t hers. Kelly, however, was a different cup of tea. Not that she got her habit of petty pilfering from Jock. Jock was a thief but he never thieved anything personal. He thought housebreakers the scum of the earth. What Jock thieved was money from banks, post offices and wages departments. Individuals didn’t suffer when Jock thieved. It was a point of honour with him that it was institutions and insurance companies that were left uncomfortably out of pocket, not the average Joe in the street.


    ‘How old are your little girls?’ Lavender Pulfer’s question broke in on her thoughts in such an unexpectedly friendly manner Pearl didn’t know how to stop her surprise from showing.


    In her experience well-to-do middle-class women were all the same – snooty and patronising. Mrs Pulfer, however, was proving to be an exception. From the moment she had opened the door to her she had treated her with utmost courtesy; asking if she’d like to bring Jackie and Kelly into the house; taking her into the drawing room, not the kitchen; even offering her a cup of tea.


    ‘Jackie’s eight and Kelly’s six,’ she said, sure there must be a drawback to the job somewhere but not being able to see where.


    ‘When it is the school holidays, as now, perhaps you’d like to bring them with you?’


    The suggestion was so considerate Pearl’s eyes opened even wider.


    ‘My daughter, Rosamund, is Jackie’s age,’ Lavender Pulfer continued, for all the world as if Pearl was a newfound Women’s Institute friend. ‘The three of them can play in the garden and will be quite safe. You won’t have to worry about them wandering on to the street.’


    Pearl refrained from explaining that the offer was unnecessary as Jackie had been navigating the streets of Bermondsey unaccompanied ever since she’d been old enough to go to school. As for Kelly – Kelly went where she wanted, when she wanted. Sensing this careless freedom wouldn’t be much approved of, she said: ‘Thank you. Much appreciated, I’m sure, but my sister’ll most likely be looking after Jackie and Kelly when it’s school holidays.’


    ‘That sounds a happy arrangement.’ With another friendly smile Lavender Pulfer rose to her feet. The little chat was clearly over.


    As she followed her from the room Pearl wondered as to her age, judging her to be in her late forties or early fifties. If her daughter was only six she’d had her quite late in life. Whatever Mrs Pulfer’s age she was well-groomed in a manner not dissimilar to her drawing room. Her hair, swept high in an immaculate French pleat, was tinted beige; her short square nails were buffed to a high sheen; her blouse was of ivory silk; her tailored skirt caramel and her sensibly heeled court shoes were of soft nut-brown leather.


    ‘My son, Raymond, is home at the present moment,’ she was saying as she led the way across a large square-shaped hall towards the front door, ‘but I doubt he will get under your feet, Mrs Sweeting, and he’ll be back at his boarding school the first week in September.’


    Pearl had never understood boarding schools. Why have kids if you didn’t want them around? It would be just as if they were away in a borstal. The thought reminded her of Eddie. Eddie had been in a borstal for two years and, now home again, was busy carving himself a reputation as a thug of the first water. She thrust the thought of Eddie and his possible influence on Lily’s boys to the back of her mind. There was nothing she could do about it and, Jock being in the nick, nothing he could do about it either.


    ‘Ta for everything,’ she said cheerily at the door. ‘I’ll be here Monday morning ten o’clock sharp.’


    ‘Lovely.’ Lavender Pulfer looked across to where Jackie and Kelly were waiting for their mother, wondering what the younger girl’s full name could possibly be. Coralie, perhaps? Cordelia? Neither name seemed very likely. Jackie, however, was quite obviously short for Jacqueline. With her jaw-length straight dark hair and smoky-blue eyes she possessed an air of shy diffidence that was immensely appealing. She was neat and tidy, too, in a way Lavender doubted had been parentally imposed.


    The younger girl, dancing up and down in a fever of impatience to be off, had cheeky impudence exuding from every pore. She was also extremely pretty; her untidy mop of curly hair a glorious shade of red-gold. Her eyes, like her mother’s, were distinctively wide-spaced and green as a cat’s, and there was an air of fizzing buoyancy about her that indicated she’d be a handful to look after.


    She watched Pearl Sweeting walk down the long pathway to the gate, her daughters skipping along beside her, questioning her as noisily as a couple of little starlings. Then as the gate clicked to behind them she reluctantly closed the door, shutting out the sound, the empty silence of her home pressing in on her like a physical weight.


    Rosamund was at piano practice. Raymond was at Lords on the second day of a five-day course of schoolboy cricket practice. Though they would eventually return home her husband would not do so. She braved herself to say the word ‘widow’aloud, wondering if she would ever become used to it; wondering if anyone ever became used to it.


    The photograph she took out of her bureau drawer had a highly polished silver frame. She tried to nerve herself to set it back where it belonged, on the drawing-room mantelshelf, and failed. With Henry’s photograph on the mantelshelf she wouldn’t be able to forget about her loss for a single second.


    Gently she touched the glass with her fingertips. Henry, in police uniform, had been a handsome man; an imposing figure. A slight smile touched the corners of her mouth. It would have been hard for any man to have looked other than imposing with the insignia of deputy commissioner emblazoning his chest.


    ‘So what does her old man do, then?’ It was five days later and Lily, brewing up a pot of tea in her kitchen, was curious. ‘He must have a high-falutin job if the house is as big as Jackie and Kelly’ve been telling me.’


    ‘He pushes up daisies,’ Pearl said crudely. ‘She’s a widow. She’s also very nice. She’s older than me – about your age – and what she does all day with me doing her cleaning for her I can’t begin to think. No one ever pops in for a chat and she never seems to pop out. Even though she’s got two kids the house is like a bleedin’ tomb. The boy is a stuck-up bit of work. Treats me as if I’m part of the furnishings – or he would if I let him get away with it. The little girl is Jackie’s age, though you wouldn’t think it the things Mrs Pulfer won’t allow her to do. She can’t go to the shops by herself, can’t go to piano practice by herself, doesn’t play outside other than in the garden. I ain’t surprised Mrs Puifer’s always asking me if I’d like to take Jackie and Kelly with me. Poor little sod must be desperate for someone to play with.’


    ‘I don’t know why you bother with it.’ Lily didn’t like Pearl jaunting off to snobby Blackheath twice a week and didn’t care who knew it. ‘I bet you haven’t told Jock you’ve taken up charring, have you? He won’t like it when he gets to know of it, I can tell you that straight.’


    ‘He’s inside and I’m out and I have a life of me own to lead.’ Pearl felt rebellious enough to spit. ‘It ain’t as if I’m going out with another fella. I’ve simply got myself a nice little cleaning job and I’m very happy with it, ta very much. So happy that next week I’m going to take Jackie and Kelly with me again. It ain’t as if any trouble can come of it, is it?’
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