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Praise for Guns of Brixton:

‘A belated hallelujah for the latest from Mark Timlin, an audaciously plotted story of South London crime that is epic in scope – and written with both heart and soul. Don’t miss.’

TANGLED WEB UK

‘Best known for his roisterous Nick Sharman Sarf London PI series, Timlin has finally written the book he’s owed us for many years, and matures from his bad boy of Brit crime fiction cherished status to a level of surprising wisdom and acute social observation. Spanning several decades, this is a splendid evocation of crime south of the river, with a wide cast of villains, cops, drug traffickers and not so innocent victims that often brings to mind Coppola’s Godfather movies. At twice the length of his previous novels, this is a rewarding saga in which every character has a place and a purpose, however crooked the path and every sudden, violent death feels like a blow to your sympathies. […] A writer has come of age.’

GUARDIAN

‘The most impressive aspect of Timlin’s compressed style is the constant juxtaposition of the witty and the tense’

SUNDAY TIMES

‘Mark Timlin, England’s hardboiled enfant terrible, has produced a notable library of novels featuring London PI Nick Sharman. Timlin, one of the vanguards of the British hardboiled movement, excels with this new effort. Gun battles and bloodletting abound, but the real heart of this story is the human element Timlin brings to his characters, elevating them from two-dimensional stereotypes to genuine people we begin, if all too late in their tragic literary lives, to care about. […] An outstanding effort by an important crime writer who deserves better recognition on this side of the pond.’

MYSTERY SCENE MAGAZINE (US)

‘With a career that already spans two decades and 27 books, British novelist Mark Timlin has honed his noir style to an edge that cuts decisively through both formula and pretense. [Guns of Brixton is] a chronicle that shows how one frozen moment in time can cross generations to stab at the heart with revenge. It’s a deeply satisfying read, richly colored by social mores, forbidden love and a sense of place that plunks the reader right down on Brixton’s dirty thoroughfares.’

THE RAP SHEET

‘Well f**king hard’

LOADED

‘Full of cars, girls, guns, strung out along the high sierras of Brixton and Battersea, the Elephant and the North Peckham Estate, all those jewels in the crown they call Sarf London.’
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PROLOGUE

In days gone by, what is now the Brixton McDonald’s – at the multi-corner junction overlooked by Lambeth Town Hall – used to be a branch of one of the ‘big five’ banks. A clearing house for money from all over south London, it sat packed with cash, a peach ready to be plucked by anyone with enough brains and bottle to try it.

In those days there were criminals whose sole object in life was to hunt out such targets, research them thoroughly, then get together a team of likeminded individuals and take them down. One such criminal was Daniel Butler – Danny to his friends, of whom there were few. One Thursday morning in June 1982, when the rush hour was at its height and the bank was stuffed with notes awaiting collection by armoured car, he put his plan into action.

Danny had been a mod in the 1960s. An ‘ace face’, as he liked to be called. He’d cruised the streets of London like a king in his souped-up Ford Anglia, making acquaintances as he went: little gangsters who wanted money for clothes, records and cars without doing too much work. And from these young men he recruited a fine collection of villains who would make their mark on the underworld of the capital in the latter half of the twentieth century.

Now in his early thirties, Jimmy Hunter was one of those young men. When Danny had called him up, a month or so earlier, Jimmy had been only too pleased to come in as top man on the bank raid.

It was a simple plan: straightforward blagging with little subtlety. A straight in-and-outer. Danny lined up the job, brought in the personnel, supplied transport and ordnance, a getaway route, took his cut off the top and dropped back into the shadows. When it worked, it was financially rewarding all round. When it didn’t… well, when it didn’t he wouldn’t be around to see it go bad. Danny made it his business to be in another country, if not another continent, when that happened. And on this job, the getaway was the problem. Danny didn’t like it, but there was little choice. He’d explained as much to the little firm when he’d first outlined the plan to them. Do it, or don’t do it, it was up to them. They’d all agreed to do it. On such decisions lives are changed – and lost.

The night before the job was due to go off, the summer warmth kept the streets of Brixton and the surrounding area busy until late in the evening. Stevie Little, known to his mates and most of the Metropolitan Police as Little Stevie Wonder, broke into Stockwell bus garage and had it away with a double-decker red Routemaster bus which he drove to a scrap yard in Clapham and parked up behind a pile of 60s and 70s motors waiting to be crushed into yard-square blocks of metal and rubber. He spent the rest of the night in the office drinking tea, reading ancient copies of Penthouse and Playboy, and listening to his portable radio.

The next morning at nine sharp, four men roughly the same age as Jimmy Hunter met at a coffee stall next to Clapham South tube station. Two drove to the rendezvous in a stolen Ford Granada Ghia, the other two went by public transport. In the boot of the Ford were two pump action shotguns, sawn off fore and aft and loaded with five double-ought shells, plus two six-shot .38 revolvers, along with four large nylon sports bags with webbing straps. Enough, Danny figured, to carry away all the notes in the bank’s safe. Jimmy Hunter drove the car to the meet, the number two man, Dave Nicholls, in the passenger seat beside him. Jack Dewhurst caught a bus from Balham and Paul Walker took the Northern Line from Stockwell. By eight-thirty they were all drinking tea and smoking. No one ate. This was the biggie and none of them were hungry.

‘How much do you reckon?’ said Paul to Jimmy as he sipped his strong, sweet brew.

‘Half a million,’ said Jimmy, for the hundredth time since the gang had been recruited. ‘Minimum. Maybe more, Danny said.’

‘Jesus,’ said Jack. ‘Holiday in Spain.’

‘A long one,’ said Dave.

The men stood talking and smoking for fifteen minutes until Jimmy looked at his watch and said, ‘Time’.

The men went to the car which was parked up in a side road a few hundred yards from the stall. They gathered around the boot and selected their weapons. Jack was to drive the car to the job and wait with the engine running as the other three went into the bank. Jack took a .38, as did Paul, the other two picked up the shotguns, wrapped in brown paper and slid them under their jackets before all four climbed aboard. As they settled in their seats, Paul, Jimmy and Dave each took a woollen cap from a pocket and pulled it on. Paul found the stopwatch that Danny had given him to time the raid, hanging it around his neck by its strap.

‘Two minutes.’

Danny had told them so many times it was engraved in their minds. ‘Two minutes from the off and you go, no more. Don’t piss about, just leave.’

Jimmy knew that the getaway was the big risk. But then, everything in his life had been a risk for as long as he could remember. That was why he and Danny had impressed upon the rest of them that two minutes from the moment they arrived was all the time they could afford in the bank. He knew that, no matter how heavily armed they were or how ready they were to use their guns, some jobsworth would press the panic button. And Brixton nick was less than half a mile down the road in the direction they had to go; and, at that time of day, the traffic would be heavy down the Brixton Road. But there was a turning next to the old Bon Marché building where Jimmy’s mum had taken him shopping so many times when he’d been a boy. And once in that turning, the narrow streets of Brixton twisted and turned away back to Clapham, where another stolen car was waiting.

If they could only get there, then they could vanish into south London without a trace. The cash would be delivered to Danny Butler’s accountant to be counted and neatly laundered. Only then would they be paid in clean money. It took a little longer than doling out the loot in the back of the motor like they were used to, but Danny was careful, and being careful had kept him out of jail. If any of the blaggers didn’t like the deal, then they could find employment elsewhere. Danny didn’t care. There were plenty more likely lads out there looking for work.

Jack started the Ford’s engine, and right on time, Stevie Little drove the Routemaster along Clapham High Street with the destination board showing: OUT OF SERVICE and a canvas strap looped across the rear entrance. At the sight of the bus, Jimmy turned to Jack and said, ‘Do it.’

Jack put the gear lever into ‘drive’ and slid the powerful car into the traffic, taking up a position directly in front of the empty Routemaster.

The bank opened at nine-thirty am. At nine twenty-five precisely, the convoy moved slowly down Acre Lane until they came to the traffic lights outside, the Ford third in the queue of traffic. The men sat quietly, but the tension in the car was palpable.

When the lights changed to green, Jack let the cars in front go, then turned sharp left and stopped just past the pedestrian crossing. Stevie pulled the bus across three lanes of traffic, stalled the engine, hopped out of the cab wearing a busman’s cap pulled low over his eyes, turned off the fuel cutout lever by the driver’s door, and vanished into the crowd of pedestrians waiting to cross at the intersection towards the tube station. Immediately, a cacophony of horns began, and a young woman named Mavis Hampton opened the front doors of the bank ready for business.

Danny and Jimmy had been watching the doors for weeks from various points around the crossroads, individually or together, sometimes up close and sometimes on the far side of the street. They knew exactly what would happen next: Mavis would unlock the massive wooden doors with huge, round, brass handles – relics of the days when banks were strong and secure, the bastions of the establishment – fasten them back, greet any waiting customers and hold open one of the half glass doors for them, turn, stroll back to the security door at the side of the counter which led into the bank’s inner sanctum, turn her key, go behind the bulletproof screen to do whatever she did to earn her crust, letting that door swing closed behind her.

That morning there were two early punters: a young Rastafarian in a woolly hat and a long overcoat, too warm for the weather, and an elderly woman with a shopping trolley. Mavis locked back the big, thick doors, smiled at the waiting pair and opened one of the inner doors for them to enter and do their financial business. But today something was different. Today, Mavis’s worst nightmares were about to come true. As the civilians stepped inside, the three robbers pulled their caps down over their faces leaving only gaps for eyes and mouth, and sprung from the car as one, Jimmy carrying the four nylon bags over his shoulder. Almost unnoticed by the commuters rushing to work, they freed their weapons and burst through the bank’s front entrance just as Mavis opened the security door. Jimmy leapt the few yards between them, pushed her through the doorway on to the floor, stuck the barrel of his shotgun into the back of her neck and screamed: ‘No one move or she’s dead!’

His two companions took up positions inside the foyer, Paul at the door with stopwatch and pistol, Dave inside, covering Jimmy and forcing the two customers to lie prone on the floor.

‘The safe!’ yelled Jimmy.

Barry Boswick, twenty-eight, undermanager of the bank, was just – as Jimmy knew he would be – opening the time-controlled lock of the main vault. He stood open mouthed at the sight of the three bank robbers who, it seemed, had arrived from nowhere.

‘Keep going,’ ordered Jimmy.

Barry considered for one second slamming the vault shut. When he saw Mavis, who he’d always secretly fancied but had never plucked up enough courage to ask out, flat on her face with a vicious-looking weapon drilling into the back of her pretty neck, he decided that discretion was the better part of valour, and did as he was told. He swung the huge, counterbalanced door open.

Jimmy saw the piles of cash inside and smiled as he sweated behind his mask. ‘Now!’ he yelled, tossing the four bags to Barry. ‘Fill ’em up.’

Barry did as he was told.

Paul remained at his position by the door, stopwatch in one hand, pistol in the other. ‘Come on, come on!’ he screamed. ‘One minute thirty left.’ He turned his attention to the customers on the floor for a moment and saw the young black man peering up at him. ‘Face to the floor, you nigger bastard,’ he spat. ‘Don’t look at me, or I’ll fucking kill you.’

The black man showed his teeth at the insult, but did as he was told.

Outside was chaos. Cars piled up on all three approach roads behind the abandoned bus, just as Jimmy knew they would, preventing the coppers from arriving from any but one point of the compass. The road away towards London was empty, except for the idling Ford.

Money crashed into the bags as Jimmy oversaw the loading and Dave covered the staff and the two customers.

‘Hang on,’ shouted Paul as another customer entered the bank. Paul grabbed him by the shoulder and forced him to join those on the floor.

There was more money in the vault than any of the men had ever seen and it seemed to be taking forever for Barry Boswick, shaking with fear, to load it into the bags.

‘Thirty seconds,’ screamed Paul. ‘Come on, quick.’

Finally, the job was done, the bags were full to overloading and the shelves of the vault were empty of everything except bagged change.

‘Time!’ Paul called out.

‘Go!’ shouted Jimmy who picked up the bags and threw one at Paul who caught it one handed, surprised at the weight. Dave hefted the other three and staggered into the foyer behind him.

Jimmy grabbed a bag, and all three ran from the bank out to the car, scattering pedestrians in their wake. Then it was inside the motor and away.

At least, that was the plan.

What three of the robbers in the car didn’t know was that some days previously the fourth had been pulled in by the police over another matter entirely. A very serious matter, which might have cost him his freedom for a lot of years. As he sat facing Detective Constable Billy Farrow in an interview room in Brixton Police Station, the criminal in question told the DC every detail of the bank raid.

So, unknown to his companions, a police operation was laid on for that day, and as the robbery took place they were being watched from vantage points all around the bank by heavily armed members of the Flying Squad, Special Patrol Group and local CID.

As the gang headed for the car, the young Rastafarian reached inside his overcoat for the radio concealed there. ‘Go, go, go!’ said Detective Sergeant Winston Martin before helping the terrified customers to their feet and going to check on Mavis Hampton and the rest of the bank staff.

First to be picked up was Stevie Little as he ran down the stairs into Brixton Underground station. Two young constables, dressed in street clothes were waiting at the bottom and grabbed an arm each as he went to the ticket machine. ‘Hello Stevie,’ said the first one as he produced his handcuffs and cautioned the man. ‘You should’ve stayed on the bus.’

‘Shit,’ said Stevie under his breath as he allowed himself to be taken without a fight.

Out on the street, the four other gang members were all now in the car and Jack stuck it into gear, let off the footbrake, swung out into the empty road and took off. But as he did so, cars converged from the side streets off Brixton Road and suddenly his escape route was blocked. Heavy steel barriers running down the middle of the street prevented him from doing a U-turn, so he shot up on to the pavement, sending startled pedestrians diving for cover, but even that route was blocked when a police van emerged from a pedestrian alleyway and slid in front of them.

‘Bloody hell,’ yelled Jimmy from his seat. ‘Out! Take the money.’

Jack skidded the Ford to a halt on the wide pavement outside Morleys department store and the four men did as Jimmy had ordered, guns at the ready. Suddenly the streets of Brixton were a free fire zone.

Each man took a different route away from the stalled Ford. Paul ran back in the direction of the bank, saw an armed SPG officer, and grabbed a middle-aged woman on her way to do some shopping in the market as a shield. He held his pistol to her head, but two more blue-clad police carrying automatic weapons moved from the doorway of an office where they had been observing the scene, and he realised that he was outgunned. On the orders of the first officer, he released his hostage, dropped his gun and bag of loot and assumed a prone position on the dirty pavement.

Jack ran towards the open door of Morleys, but two coppers were waiting for him. When he saw his escape route blocked, he fired his gun twice at one of the huge plate glass windows of the store. It imploded in a cascade of broken glass. He jumped into the gap, kicking aside mannequins in scanty lingerie and, knocking aside anyone in his way, made for the back doors pursued by the two uniformed police officers. When he crashed out of the back entrance he was met by two more PCs, who had been alerted by radio. He raised his .38 and fired, hitting one of the uniforms in the side. Looking more surprised than hurt, the policeman leant up against a lamppost before sliding down into a sitting position. His oppo, who had expected to be well away from any shooting, drew and hurled his truncheon at the armed man, but missed. Jack turned on his heel and headed up a narrow alley between two high, brick walls. The two coppers from Morleys gave chase, whilst the officer who’d thrown his baton tried to staunch the blood from his mate’s wound and call an ambulance on his personal radio through transmissions that were threatening to overload the frequency. Jack kept running, the two coppers sweating in pursuit. He turned another corner only to come face to face with a handsome young plainclothes detective pointing an automatic pistol straight into his face. ‘Go on, son,’ said the officer, the line of his immaculate suit only spoiled by the radio in his jacket pocket that was quietly spewing out commands and counter-commands. ‘You like shooting at coppers, don’t you? Try me.’

Jack thought for a second, then smiled and carefully placed his gun on the pavement as the two uniforms came round the corner behind him and pushed him head first into the wall, using their elbows and fists to constrain him as they cuffed him up and read him his rights. ‘You should’ve waited a minute,’ said the plainclothes policeman holstering his gun. ‘And I could’ve shot him in self defence.’

Jack looked at the man over his shoulder and saw that he was deadly serious and that he had come closer to being killed than he liked. ‘Bastard,’ he said.

‘Mr Bastard Sir, to you,’ said the detective, and he hit Jack in the face. Not with his fist. He didn’t want to break his delicate knuckles. So he used the heel of his hand as some grizzled old copper had taught him when he first joined the force. Jack’s nose broke, and blood poured from his nostrils.

‘I’ll remember you,’ Jack said through teeth gritted with pain, shaking claret from his face.

‘That’s nice,’ said the young copper. ‘Do that. My name’s Nick. What’s yours?’

When Jack said nothing in reply, the detective just grinned. ‘Take him away,’ he said.

Dave, meanwhile, made a run for it across Brixton Road. He jumped over the barrier, dodged between cars heading out of town and headed towards Electric Avenue, where he hoped to lose himself in Brixton Market. But luck wasn’t running his way that morning. From the direction of central London, his nemesis in the shape of an ancient white Ford Transit full of plumbing supplies and tools, was heading his way. At the wheel was a plumber named Phil Hardy. Not that his name matters. Phil was late for a job on Streatham Hill. And when he saw the lights at the junction start to change he put his foot down. The old Tranny wasn’t in the best of condition and slightly overloaded, with rather less meat on the tyres than the law demanded. So when Dave ran out in front of him, and Phil Hardy slammed on the brakes, instead of a gentle deceleration, the truck broadsided, hitting Dave hard enough to leave a body-shaped dent in the dirty metal of the van. And also hard enough to split open the bag he was carrying over his shoulder and send the cash inside flying into the air, where it gently floated to the ground in a flurry of five, ten and twenty-pound notes. This naturally caused the good citizens of Brixton – who knew a result when they saw one – to stampede in a rush for the money.

Dave Nicholls’s neck was broken by the impact, and he was dead before his body bounced on the tarmac. Jimmy Hunter had only been a few steps behind him, but he managed to avoid joining Dave as a Lambeth vehicle fatality statistic, as he body-swerved through the gentle rain of bank notes, dodging the vultures scrabbling for the money, and he was away. Jimmy hardly spared a glance at Dave’s body. He was out of the game. One down, three to go. No time for recriminations. Once the job was blown it was every man for himself. That was the code.

DC Farrow, who, despite his junior rank, had instigated the obbo on the bank, followed Jimmy closely across the empty northbound lane, over the barrier and through the traffic. He also avoided obstacles and injury. ‘James Hunter,’ he called to Jimmy’s retreating back. ‘Armed police! Stop or I’ll shoot.’ But, as so many folks were fighting for the cash in front of him, it was a vain threat.

Jimmy ignored him and ran down the pavement between the buildings and the stalls on the edge of the road. He shoved early shoppers and traders out of his way, jumping over sacks of fruit and vegetables and boxes of cheap cosmetics and clothes, the bag of money weighing him down on one side, his shotgun on the other, clasped in his fist like an overgrown handgun.

Billy Farrow followed closely, feeling the sweat beginning to form on him, half from the exertion of the chase, half from fear of what the desperate, armed man in front of him might do if he was cornered. He knew Jimmy, probably better than he should, and he was aware of what he was capable of.

Then Jimmy Hunter was trapped.

As he came out in Atlantic Road, a squad car skidded to a halt opposite the entrance to Brixton rail station, blocking his escape. Jimmy swore and turned back just as Billy Farrow came round the corner behind him. Jimmy lobbed the bag of money at Farrow which caught him on the chest and sent him tumbling into the gutter, dropping his weapon. Jimmy Hunter laughed and raised his shotgun to his shoulder. Suddenly he recognised the policeman and hesitated. ‘Christ. Billy Farrow, is that you?’

‘Yeah Jimmy, it’s me,’ replied Farrow.

‘Blue eyes, you fucking traitor. We trusted you.’

‘Give it up, Jimmy,’ shouted Farrow from the ground. ‘We know everything. We’ve got the other car. There’s no way out.’

‘Like hell, copper,’ said Jimmy, feeling his finger on the trigger. He knew it was all up, but he was determined that he was never going to go back to prison, where he’d spent so much of his life. ‘Like hell I say.’ He thought of his wife and two children back at home and what they were doing at that moment and what they’d be doing for the rest of their lives. Lives he would never see. So many birthdays and Christmases and anniversaries and good and bad times that he almost smiled as he tightened his finger further.

He saw Farrow put up one hand as if by doing so he could prevent the inevitable, and as he looked down into the deep blue eyes that had got Billy Farrow his nickname, almost without meaning to, Jimmy pulled the trigger and the hammer on the gun started the short journey towards the rim of the cartridge. Just a centimetre or two in distance, and a split second in time, but a split second that would stretch for more than twenty years before its echoes and reverberations would finally end.




ONE

The wind blows cold off the Thames at Gallions Reach in January. Straight from Russia in the east, across Europe, the North Sea and the lowlands of Norfolk, Suffolk and Essex. That particular January morning the river was running high and fast, reflecting the leaden sky over Docklands, and the breeze whipped little white horses on its surface.

The meeting was set for eleven. Sharp on the hour, a black left-handdrive Range Rover Vogue with French plates slid on to Barge House Road next to Royal Victoria Gardens. The car sat, its motor idling to keep the heat going inside, until it was joined a few minutes later by a navy blue Bentley Continental that drew up to it, closely followed by a black Mercedes saloon. The Range Rover was grimy from the road; the Bentley and the Mercedes were both highly polished, with tinted windows that kept the identity of their occupants secret. The cars sat together, faint white exhaust pumping from their tailpipes, until the front passenger door of the Bentley swung wide, and a tall, balding man of about sixty emerged. What remained of his white hair was cropped close to the skull. He wore a navy blue overcoat with the dull sheen of cashmere, a navy scarf loosely tied that showed a white shirt and dark tie, navy suit trousers and highly polished black shoes. He closed the Bentley’s door with a discreet clunk, raised his hand to the Mercedes, indicating to whoever was inside that they should remain there, and walked towards the Range Rover. As he did so, its driver switched off his engine, opened his door and got out. He too wore an overcoat, but of a cheaper material, black this time with a velvet collar turned up against the cold, a long muffler, jeans and Chelsea boots with a slight heel. His hair was thick, dark as the sky, although slightly peppered with premature grey, and long over the ears. When he turned to look at the limousine, his eyes were almost as dark blue as its paintwork. No one ever forgot those eyes. As he approached he half raised his hand in greeting to the Bentley’s passenger, who reciprocated with a slight wave of his own.

When they were close, the balding man took off the black leather glove from his right hand and they touched palms, then hugged each other without embarrassment.

‘Uncle John,’ said the man in the black coat when they separated. He was in his early thirties, but his face was lined, the skin tanned, a dusting of a day’s worth of dark beard covering his cheeks.

‘Mark. It’s been a long time. Too long. How’ve you been?’

‘Not too bad. You?’

‘Not great, I’m getting old, son.’

‘Aren’t we all.’

‘You, you’re just a baby,’ said John Jenner. ‘You still look like a bleedin’ kid.’

‘Don’t you believe it,’ said Mark and took a packet of cigarettes from his pocket. He extracted a cigarette from the packet and lit it with difficulty in the wind with a brass Zippo. Before he put the cigarettes away John Jenner took the packet from his hand and examined it. ‘German?’ he said.

‘Last of the duty frees,’ Mark explained.

Jenner looked at the Range Rover. ‘French plates. You get around.’

‘I do. But I’m back now.’

‘Where you living?’

‘Here and there. Nothing grand.’

‘Nice car.’

‘Belonged to someone I met,’ said Mark.

‘And he gave it to you.’

‘Didn’t have much choice.’

‘Like that was it?’

‘You know how it goes.’

The older man nodded. ‘Let’s walk,’ he said.

The pair went down to the river’s edge where the wind lifted the skirts of their coats and flapped them around their legs. Jenner put his glove back on and Mark sunk his bare hands deep into his overcoat pockets, cigarette in his mouth, and turned his back to the water.

‘Who’s in the Mercedes?’ asked Mark.

‘Some blokes.’

‘What kind of blokes?’

‘Just a bit of security.’

‘And you have to hire security now. What happened to the rest of your firm?’

‘Dead, dying, retired, lost their bottle. Times change.’

‘They do that.’

‘I’m glad you called,’ said Jenner.

‘I heard you wanted to see me.’

‘Who from?’

Mark shrugged. ‘Word gets around, you know how it is. I try and keep up with things. Lay a little money out and people keep me advised on what’s happening.’

‘I’ve got some problems.’

‘I heard that too.’

‘You hear a lot.’

‘Like I say, I try and keep up with things.’

‘You didn’t keep up with us.’

‘Dev always knew where I was if I was needed.’

Jenner shook his head more in sorrow than in anger. ‘Bloody Dev. He would. You two always were as thick as thieves. He never said.’

‘I asked him not to.’

‘He’s a law unto himself.’

‘That’s why I chose him to keep in touch with him. I knew he’d never let on.’

‘Bastard.’

‘You know you don’t mean that. He’s a good bloke. Taught me a lot.’

‘Like how to get hold of nice motors like that one,’ said Jenner, indicating the Range Rover with a nod.

‘No danger.’

‘Bloody Dev,’ said Jenner. ‘I never knew.’

‘I thought it was for the best, John,’ said Mark. ‘After all that happened.’

Over to the south towards Kent, black clouds gathered like an angry mob waiting to do mischief and Jenner sunk his neck into his collar. ‘Might get some snow later,’ he said.

‘Maybe.’

‘It’s bloody cold whatever. Dunno why I stay in this rotten country,’ said Jenner.

‘So go. What’s stopping you? Spain’s nice at this time of year, so they say.’

‘And you’d know.’

‘You said it. I get around.’

‘So what brought you back, if not us?’

‘You know. He’ll be out soon won’t he?’

Jenner nodded.

‘And I’ll be waiting, like I always said I would,’ said Mark Farrow as he flipped his cigarette end into the freezing water.

They were silent for a minute, and only the sound of the river washing up against the pylons of the dock beneath their feet, and a distant police siren touched their thoughts. ‘So, Uncle John,’ said Mark. ‘What’s it all about?’

Jenner reached inside his coat and fished out a long cigar, found a windproof gas lighter in his pocket and took his time getting it lit to his satisfaction.

‘I thought you gave up smoking years ago,’ said Mark.

Jenner grinned through a mouthful of smoke that was whipped from his open mouth as he spoke. ‘I started again,’ he said. ‘What’s the point of prolonging the agony? You see, that’s one of the problems I mentioned.’

‘Whaddya mean?’ asked Mark, and he frowned.

‘I’m fucked, mate.’

‘Uncle John?’

‘The big C.’

‘You’re joking.’

‘Wish I was. I’m rotten with it. Dev never told you that, did he?’

‘No.’

‘’Cos he doesn’t know. Only me, Martine and Chas do. Apart from you now, and half the bloody consultants in London by my reckoning.’

‘How long have you known?’ asked Mark.

‘A while. Long enough.’

Mark touched his hand to his forehead, as if by doing so he could replay the conversation a different way. ‘But these days…’

‘No,’ said Jenner, cutting him off. ‘The quack says it’s inoperable.’

‘Second opinion?’

‘This is the fourth opinion as it goes. And I’m fed up with geezers I don’t know fiddling about with my private bits. And that fucking chemo screws you up, so I knocked it on the head.’

‘Christ, I’m sorry, John,’ said Mark, and he touched the older man on his arm.

The clouds were getting closer and the first flurry of snow as Jenner had prophesied hit the water and vanished as if it had never existed. ‘Really sorry.’

‘Don’t worry about it, Mark.’

‘How can I not worry?’

‘There’s no point.’

‘But still…’

‘Instead of worrying about something you can’t do anything about, do something for me.’

‘What?’

‘Later. I’ll tell you later.’

‘So what’s the prognosis, Uncle John?’

‘How long have I got, you mean?’

‘Well, I wouldn’t exactly have put it like that.’

‘You don’t have to be squeamish, or dance around the subject Mark. A year maybe. Maybe a bit longer. I’ll never get my bus pass now.’

‘Christ.’

‘It’s all right, Mark. I’ve come to terms with it. Even joke about it. It’s the breaks. I’ve had longer than a lot of people I know. Better people too. Life’s not fair, but then no one ever said it was.’

Mark hugged Jenner again, and there were tears in his eyes.

‘You keep doing that and people will think we’re a pair of poofs,’ said Jenner, but Mark knew he didn’t mean it, and besides, there were no hostile witnesses on that bitterly cold day on the side of the freezing waterway.

‘I dreamt about Hazel last night,’ said Jenner, changing the subject suddenly. Hazel had been his wife who had died ten years before of heart disease. ‘I dream about her a lot these days. Cor, she was just the same.’

He brushed at his eyes with his glove. His eyes were wet too. ‘Bloody wind,’ he said. ‘Making my eyes water.’ Mark nodded, but they both knew the truth.

‘I could actually touch her,’ said Jenner, his gaze looking miles beyond the far river bank where the Millennium Dome loomed, large and empty. ‘She was all warm, just like she used to be.’

‘She was a great woman,’ said Mark. ‘She was like a mother to me. We had some laughs, didn’t we?’

‘Laughs. You remember that bloody laugh of hers? It was like a bloody corncrake.’

Mark smiled. ‘And could she drink.’

‘You and me both under the table,’ said Jenner. ‘But that’s not why we’re here.’

‘Why?’ asked Mark.

‘Things are going mental over there,’ said Jenner, taking in southeast London again with a sweep of the cigar in his hand. ‘Something’s going to give, and I’m too old and fucked up to sort it.’

‘Like what? What’s going to happen? Tell me.’

’It’s all going to go off soon, I know it. Come back with me. It’s been too long since you visited. Sort things out. There’ll be blood on the streets if you don’t. My blood. And I want what little time I’ve got left.’

‘Jesus. But will I be welcome?’

‘You’re always welcome, you know that. Except you never come.’

‘You know why.’

‘But that’s all in the past now.’

‘Is it?’ Jenner nodded. ‘I’ll take your word for it,’ said Mark.

‘You do that.’

‘Fine.’

‘Just tell me why you never got in touch before.’

‘Oh come on, Uncle. You know. Christ, you better than anyone.’

‘But me, Mark. I can understand anyone else. But why blank me?’

‘I blanked everyone. It wasn’t easy. Jesus, I left my whole life behind.’

‘Not even a call until yesterday. Not one call in how many years?’

‘Eight.’

‘Yeah, eight.’

‘I’ve been busy.’

‘Too busy for me?’ It was more of a challenge than a question. A recollection of favours done and favours owed that could never be repaid even if both men lived far beyond their allotted spans, which was unlikely for one of them at least. But most of all it was a simple reminder of a relationship that had lasted since the younger man had been a boy.

Mark Farrow smiled at the memories. ‘All right, Uncle John,’ he said. ‘Tell me all about it.’
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‘I will. All in good time,’ said John Jenner. ‘But first, let’s go for a drive.’

‘Do what?’

‘A drive.’

‘Why?’

‘Why not?’

‘Where?’

‘Some old haunts I want to show you. Remind you of things. We can have lunch.’

‘Where?’

‘Brixton.’

‘Brixton. For lunch? What, bad pizza in the market? Or ackee and peas? Pie and mash? What?’

‘You have been away too long. It’s a hot spot now, Brixton. And as it goes there is a terrific new Caribbean restaurant I go to. Don’t look like that. They’ve got tablecloths. It ain’t like the old days with formica tables and kitchen chairs. They’ve even got a wine list.’

Mark Farrow grinned. ‘All right, you’re on.’

‘We’ll go in your motor. Come on, I’m freezing. I’ll let that lot in the Merc know what I’m doing. They’ll keep us company.’

The pair walked back to the cars and John Jenner keyed a number into his mobile and whispered some instructions. ‘Who’s driving you about these days?’ asked Mark when he was finished, nodding at the Bentley, its engine still running.

‘Chas of course. Always Chas. Wouldn’t trust anyone else, apart from you.’

Mark laughed. ‘Chas. Fuck me, I would’ve thought he’d’ve got his bus pass years ago.’

‘Don’t let him hear you say that.’

‘Don’t worry, I won’t.’

They went together to the Bentley and the driver’s window rolled smoothly down.

‘Chas,’ said Mark, squatting down on his haunches by the driver’s window. ‘How’ve you been?’

‘Can’t complain, Mark,’ the massive man in the driver’s seat replied with a voice that rumbled like an old volcano about to blow.

‘We’re going for a ride together, Chas,’ said Jenner. ‘Then on for lunch. Mark’ll drop me back home later. I’m on my mobile if you need me for anything.’

‘OK, Boss,’ said Chas. ‘I’ll be there. You be careful. Hear?’

‘You worry too much, Chas. I’m in safe hands with Mark and our friends back there.’ He pointed with his thumb to the Mercedes Benz.

‘And you don’t worry enough,’ said Chas. With that he let the window glide up, put the car into gear and pulled away from the kerb, did a three-point turn and headed back the way’d he’d come.

Mark Farrow and John Jenner went together to the Range Rover, Mark pressed the button on his key fob and the car’s lights flashed once, the horn beeped and the locks opened. Jenner went to open the front left-hand-side door, then realised his mistake and walked around to the passenger side with a shake of his head. They climbed in, Farrow behind the wheel, where he keyed the ignition and pushed the heater control to full.

‘Still at the old place then,’ said Mark as they waited for the car to warm up.

‘That’s right. Just like always.’

‘I’d’ve thought you’d’ve moved years ago. I was amazed when Dev told me you were still there. You must rattle around like a pea in a pod.’

‘No. Chas lives there permanent now. And Martine’s back.’

Mark looked surprised. ‘Get away. Dev never told me that either. What happened to that husband of hers?’

‘She caught him over the side with some bird. It’s a long story. I’ll tell you while we’re eating. And don’t take the piss out of that old house. We had good times there, didn’t we?’

Mark nodded.

‘Anyway, it’s worth a fortune now. I had an offer of half a million a few months back.’

‘Half a bloody million. You couldn’t give those mausoleums away a few years back.’

‘Like I told you, it’s a hot spot. Now come on, time’s wasting. Drive.’

‘Where to exactly?’ Mark asked.

‘Just head south. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten the way.’

Farrow shrugged, started up and did as he was told. They motored down to the East India Dock Road closely followed by the Mercedes, took the Rotherhithe Tunnel south, then through the Elephant, Denmark Hill, Herne Hill, along the Norwood Road, and as Jenner directed, took a right at Tulse Hill station and drove up Leigham Vale until they stopped outside an old Victorian heap of a school.

‘Hitherfield Road Junior School,’ he said when the Vogue came to a halt.

‘Yeah. This is my old school,’ said Mark.

‘And mine. This is where we met, your dad and me,’ Jenner said to Mark. ‘Year one, seven years old.’

‘When was that again, Uncle John?’

‘Don’t,’ said Jenner. ‘You’re making me feel old again. Billy was crying those blue eyes of his out after his mum left him that first morning,’ Jenner went on. ‘Couldn’t even tie his own shoelaces. I had to teach him.’

‘And you gave him a bloody nose,’ said Mark with a laugh.

‘Just showing him who was boss,’ said Jenner, laughing himself.

‘And then he knocked your tooth out.’

‘It was loose,’ said Jenner. ‘I put it under my pillow and got half a dollar the next morning. That’s twelve and a half pence to you.’

‘The tooth fairy,’ said Mark Farrow. ‘I never did see that little bugger, much as I tried to stay awake.’

‘Nor me, I think it was a conspiracy.’

‘Good times,’ said Farrow.

‘But don’t it look small? The school.’

‘Yeah. We grew up,’ said Mark. ‘Where to now?’ Under Jenner’s instructions Mark rolled the car through back streets towards Brixton and this time Mark recognised the route and shook his head in disbelief. ‘Christ, not the Strand.’

‘The very place,’ said Jenner. ‘Our next school. Strand Grammar. Always bloody together. I couldn’t get rid of the silly sod. He never thought I’d pass my eleven plus. Mind you, nor did I. I always reckoned I’d end up at the Brixton School of Building with the no-hopers. But I couldn’t let my boy go to the big school all on his own. He’d have no one to protect him.’

‘No one to get him into trouble more like,’ said Farrow.

‘You should’ve seen us, Mark,’ said Jenner. ‘That first day. All spiffed up like toffs. Caps, blazers, white shirts, grey shorts. Can you imagine it now? We weren’t allowed to wear long trousers until we were in the second year. Reckoned we wouldn’t get into so much trouble in shorts. Boy, were they wrong. The whole year our knees were skinned raw.’ He laughed out loud at the memory and Mark joined in. ‘Weeds, they called us new kids,’ Jenner went on, ‘and the older boys tried to put us head first down the toilets. We soon changed their minds though. Fuckers. They’d never seen a pair like us. Yeah, we showed ‘em. Couple of them got bloody noses too, and they didn’t try again. And we got threatened with six of the best by the head. We were shitting ourselves.’

‘Did he do it?’ asked Mark, intrigued at this insight into the childhood of the toughest man he’d ever known.

‘No. We both cried our eyes out and he let us off. Crying with laughter more like. But he was always easy. Not like the bloke who took over from him later. He caned me so often I think I should have a permanent groove in my arse. I can’t believe I let it happen, but things were so different then. And I knew if my old man found out he’d give it to me double. Now I reckon the bastard was coming in his undies when he gave me six of the best. But he’s dead long ago, and I danced with joy when I heard about it.’

The Vogue stopped in Elm Park, Brixton Hill, the Mercedes still close behind. They were outside another Victorian old school building, this with a statue of some old philosopher with an open book on his knee and a young boy beside him, mounted high on one wall. They both got out.

‘He always hated that bloody statue, your dad.’ said John Jenner. ‘Scared the life out of him. He was always scared without me around.’

‘You were his best friend,’ said Mark Farrow.

‘This place looks small too,’ said Jenner. ‘Dump. Good job it closed years ago.’

‘What is it now?’

‘Adult education centre,’ replied Jenner.

Mark looked up the road, a puzzled look on his face. ‘Where’s my old school then?’ he asked. Tulse Hill Comprehensive, the massive building that once dominated the sky line of that part of south London, was gone.

‘Knocked it down years ago. It was rotten with asbestos and everyone round here hated it from day one.’

‘Me included,’ said Mark.

‘Yeah, I know.’ said Jenner. ‘Come on then, let’s go and have something to munch.’
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The Range Rover and escort pulled away from the kerb again, drove down Elm Park, turned right on Brixton Hill and headed towards the centre of Brixton. ‘It’s called Tootsies,’ said Jenner. ‘The place we’re going.’

‘Sounds great,’ said Mark.

‘Don’t take the piss. You’ll love it, I promise,’ said John Jenner as the car eased its way through the heavy lunchtime traffic, past Brixton prison, which he didn’t give a second glance, although he felt the small hairs on the back of his neck rise at the sight of it.

‘That fucker’s in there, isn’t he?’ said Mark Farrow as if reading Jenner’s mind.

‘Yes.’

‘Told you I kept in touch. Nice to know he’s banged up and we’re going out for a meal.’

‘If you say so.’

‘I say so, Uncle. It’s a been a long time, but soon I’ll get to meet him one way or another. Then it’ll be all over.’

‘Are you sure you want that?’

‘Sometimes it’s been the only thing keeping me going.’

‘Fair enough.’

‘Fair enough it is, but I’m not going to let him spoil you buying me lunch.’

Being stuck in a queue of cars, trucks and buses, Mark Farrow had plenty of time to look around as they inched along. ‘You’re right, it bloody well has changed round here,’ he said. ‘What happened? Where’s all the dumpy old shops that looked like they hadn’t made a sale in twenty years? The ones with a cat asleep in the window on top of a pile of dead flies?’

‘The trendies moved in. Turned the place upside down.’

‘I never would’ve believed it.’

Jenner told Mark to turn the car off the main road towards Clapham, where they took a right and spotted a smart-looking restaurant with a neon sign over the door that read Tootsies in blue and orange script.

There was an empty parking meter a couple of doors up and Mark slid the Vogue on to it. The two men exited the car and Farrow put coins in the meter. The Mercedes pulled up behind it, and, as Mark looked around, John Jenner went and had a word. When he got back, he said: ‘They’ll be here, and I’ve told them to feed your meter if it runs out.’

‘It’s not a problem, the car isn’t registered to me.’

‘Never thought it was, but they tow them away these days.’

‘Bastards.’

‘You said it.’

The pair went through the glass door of the restaurant to be met by a short black man in a tight, shiny, black single-breasted suit and a snowy white button-down shirt open at the neck without a tie. ‘Mr Jenner,’ he greeted them. ‘What a pleasant surprise.’

‘Got a table for us, Delroy?’ asked John.

‘Always for you, sir,’ replied the black man. ‘Your usual?’

‘If it’s free.’

‘Of course.’

They were led through the warm, spicily scented room to the back, where a table for four was set on a cloth as white as his shirt.

‘Delroy, I’d like you to meet Mark Farrow,’ said Jenner before they sat.

‘A pleasure,’ said Delroy, shaking Mark’s hand.

‘Nice to meetcha,’ said Mark.

‘He’s been away for a while,’ said Jenner as Delroy cleared away two of the place settings before taking their coats, gloves and scarves. ‘Just showing him the changes round here.’

‘A miracle of regeneration,’ said Delroy in reply.

‘I hardly recognised the old place,’ said Mark.

Delroy swiftly offloaded their outer garments to the cloakroom, then took their order for drinks. Gin and tonics for both.

‘You all right to drink, Uncle?’ asked Mark when the black man was at the tiny bar.

‘No. But who cares?’

In a moment Delroy was back at the table. ‘Any water, gentlemen?’ he asked. ‘Not for me,’ said Mark. ‘Uncle John?’

‘Uncle John,’ echoed Delroy. ‘You two are related?’

‘Not really,’ explained Mark Farrow. “It’s just what I call him. Always have. But we’re more family than most families, if you know what I mean, Delroy.’ Delroy nodded.

‘And no water for me either,’ said Jenner. ‘I know what fishes do in it.’ A joke which Mark had heard a thousand times before, but which still brought a smile to his face. John Jenner never changed much. ‘So what’s good today, Del?’ Jenner asked.

‘My mother’s pumpkin soup, special today.’

‘The pumpkin soup,’ echoed Jenner. ‘Got to have some of that. Bloody marvellous. Where is Tootsie, by the way?’

‘In the kitchen as always, Mr Jenner,’ replied Delroy, and as he noticed Mark’s puzzled look, he explained. ‘Tootsie’s my mum, Mr Farrow. The finest Caribbean chef in London bar none.’

‘I’ll second that, Mark,’ said Jenner. ‘Is she coming to see me, Del?’

‘She’ll be out later as usual, Mr Jenner. I’ll tell her you’re here.’

‘Send her in a rum and tonic on me.’

Delroy smiled, showing a mouthful of teeth as white as his shirt. ‘No problem. She’ll appreciate that.’

‘So what else is on the menu?’ asked Jenner.

‘The usual. Jerk chicken, goat curry. All very good.’

‘We’ll take some of each,’ said Jenner, looking over at Mark.

‘Fine by me. You order for both of us. Seems like you know the place.’

‘Mr Jenner is one of my favourite regulars,’ said Delroy. ‘And his lovely daughter. How is she today, sir?’

‘Just dandy,’ replied Jenner. ‘And bring us some dirty rice and peas, okra and maybe a little something with chilli. And Delroy, take something out to the boys in the Mercedes outside if you don’t mind. The black one. They’ll be hungry I expect. Put it on my bill, of course.’

Delroy smiled. ‘All in order, Mr Jenner. Wine for you both?’

‘Something white and light and cold if the chilli’s hot.’

Delroy smiled again. ‘I know just the thing,’ he said and left for the kitchen as a beautiful black woman brought their drinks.

‘Got this place sussed, Uncle John,’ said Mark when she had gone.

‘Put a bit of dough in as well,’ said Jenner. ‘Del was having a rough time with some ragamuffin boys. I sorted it all out.’

‘Where are they buried?’

Jenner laughed out loud. ‘That’s not the way we do it around here, these days.’

‘What then?’

‘Just a few words.’

‘I can imagine. And, talking of the lovely Martine, what happened between her and her old man? He wasn’t knocking her about, was he?’

‘Knocking Martine about? I don’t think so. About as much chance of her taking that as her mum. No. Like I said, he was playing away and he got captured. She moved out of the house in Guildford and back in with me. He got a bit lairy, but I sent Chas down with her when she cleared her stuff out.’

‘I’d like to have seen that.’

‘Me too. Anyway she left him a few memories.’

‘Like?’

‘She cut up all his flash suits and poured the contents of his wine cellar into the swimming pool.’

‘And he didn’t object?’

‘No. Chas made sure of that.’

‘How old is she now?’

‘Still six years younger than you, and looks like a dream.’

‘I’m sorry I missed the wedding. How long ago was that again?’

‘Five years.’

‘So long… Does she still hate me?’

‘She never hated you, Mark. She bloody worshipped the ground you walked on. Trouble was, you always ignored her.’

‘She was a bloody nuisance though, Uncle John, wasn’t she? Always bloody hanging round putting in her two penn’oth. Always nicking my things and hiding them.’ He laughed at the memory. ‘Christ, but I had to lock my bedroom door every time I went out.’

‘I remember.’

‘Is she at home now?’

‘No. She got herself a job up west. I told her not to bother, I’d take care of things. But she’s independent, just like Hazel was at her age.’

‘Hazel,’ said Mark raising his glass. ‘Here’s to her.’

Jenner touched his glass to Mark’s and they drank. ‘I’m looking forward to being with her soon,’ said Jenner.

‘Don’t say that, Uncle John.’

‘It’s true.’

‘I’m sorry, really sorry. I can hardly take it in.’

‘Now don’t get maudlin on me, Mark,’ said Jenner as a waiter appeared with two steaming bowls of soup and the bread basket, then went off for the wine which Jenner tasted and approved of. The waiter filled their glasses, wished them bon appétit and left them alone. ‘Get into this soup. Just the thing for a day like this,’ said Jenner, smacking his lips in appreciation as he took a mouthful.

Mark tasted some too and raised his eyebrows. ‘Bloody hell,’ he said. ‘You’re right. This is fantastic.’

‘Old St Lucian recipe, handed down from mother to daughter. Or son in this case.’

When the edge of their appetites was sated, Mark put down his soup spoon and said. ‘OK, Uncle John, we’ve had the sentimental journey, and you’re spoiling me with good food and booze. So tell me, what exactly is going on?’

Jenner blew though his teeth, put down his spoon also and said: ‘Well, Mark, it’s a long bloody story.’

‘I’ve got no pressing appointments.’

‘OK, son, I’ll tell you.’

He gathered his thoughts as the waiter reappeared, cleared away their soup dishes, and poured more wine, before Delroy himself bought out the main courses, covering their table with steaming dishes of delicious-smelling food. ‘Enjoy,’ he said when everything was set to his satisfaction. ‘Your men have food, and Mother will be out to see you when you’re finished.’

‘Fine, Delroy,’ said Jenner. ‘We’ll look forward to that.’

‘Come on, Uncle John,’ said Mark Farrow when they were alone again. ‘I’m trembling with anticipation.’

‘It’s all going to hell, Mark,’ said Jenner, tinkering with the food on his plate. ‘To hell in a hand basket. You know what I do. How I earn a crust. It used to be easy, but things are changing. Changing fast. I mean, just look around you. No one ever expected this part of the world to end up like this. Half a million pound houses and carrot cake for sale at the local flea pit. But underneath the surface it actually hasn’t changed that much. Just take a walk through the council estates. Burnt out flats and cars, syringes in the stairwells. What you see on top is cosmetic. What’s really changed is the gap between the rich and the poor. And there’s some seriously rich people round here now. Biggest growth industry apart from organic food is security systems. Those rich folk aren’t fools. They want to protect what they’ve got. And at the other end of the scale, the conmen and thieves know there’s a lot more to score.’

‘Sorry, Uncle, I still don’t get your point,’ said Mark.

‘Listen, son,’ said Jenner. ‘Society came off the rails in the Eighties. If you can’t handle that you’re a fool. And I ain’t one. I got O levels. Christ knows how. Few enough I’ll admit. But in hindsight I know that with a bit of graft I could’ve got a lot more. Maybe even gone to university. But boys like me didn’t go to university in those days. Or precious few. But I read books. I studied politics. That’s how I got to be boss. Now I’m dying. There’s no oddsing that, and to be honest it’s all slipping away. There’s all sorts of chancers coming up. All sorts of gangs trying to muscle in on my territory. Portuguese, Chinese, Asians, and blacks. The blacks are the worst with their crack and guns.’

Mark looked round the restaurant and was aware of the irony of John Jenner’s last remark but let it go.

‘We’ve been getting soft over the last few years. I need someone to come in and sort things out. Someone who knows what they’re doing.’

‘You mean me, Uncle?’ said Mark. ‘No. No chance.’

‘Think about it for a minute.’

Mark shook his head.

‘And Jimmy Hunter’s due out soon. A few months. And he’s going to be looking for trouble.’

‘So?’

‘He killed your father, Mark. My best friend.’

‘And I’ll be waiting.’

‘So wait at the old place. Wait with us.’

‘I dunno, Uncle. It’s so close now, I don’t want anything to get in the way.’

‘Nothing will. What are you doing right now that’s so important?’

‘Nothing. Just hanging around.’

‘So do what I ask. Come back, son.’

‘Uncle John…’

‘Come back home with me this afternoon,’ said Jenner. ‘We’ll talk. You can stay over. Your old room’s still there.’

‘Really?’

‘Really. Just as it was. I get the cleaners to change the sheets every couple of weeks. They think I’m mad of course, but they get well paid for what they do. We’ll talk more. About your dad.’

‘You never did talk much about him.’

‘No. And that was probably a mistake. Come on, what do you say?’

‘I say that this is excellent goat curry,’ said Mark. ‘Now come on, dig in or your mate and his mum aren’t going to be best pleased.’

‘You can say that again,’ said Jenner. ‘And believe me, Tootsie’s someone you don’t want to upset.’

So they ate their food, the previous subject left untouched, merely talking about old times and people, many that Mark hadn’t seen or thought of for years.

The food was good, and when the dishes were all but empty, and their stomachs all but stuffed, a short, plump black woman in chef’s whites with a bandanna over her hair came out of the kitchen and waddled over to their table. Both men went as if to stand but she waved them back, grabbed an empty chair from the next table and joined them. She pulled the bandanna off kinky black hair laid out in corn rows, wiped the sweat from her face, leaned over and kissed Jenner on the cheek.

‘How are you doing, John?’ she asked.

‘Fine, Tootsie, just fine.’

‘Truth.’

‘Not so good.’

‘I’m sorry. But you enjoyed the meal?”

‘Fabulous as ever.’

‘So why you left so much?’

‘A morsel.’

‘That morsel could feed a family back home,’ she said with a stern look in his direction.

‘I apologise, Tootsie,’ said Jenner.

Mark could hardly believe his ears. It wasn’t like his uncle to apologise to anyone, let alone a woman. Especially a black woman. Things had certainly changed in his absence.

‘I’ll have it put into a doggie bag,’ she said. “Snack it up later with a cold drink.’

‘We’ll do that.’

‘And who is this fine young man? Delroy informs me he’s your nephew. Why have we never seen him in here before?’

‘This is Mark,’ said Jenner. ‘A nephew by adoption. His father died a long time ago, and his mother…’ He didn’t finish the sentence. ‘He needed a good home.’

‘And you gave him what he needed,’ Tootsie finished for him.

‘That’s right,’ said Mark, looking up and extending his hand to the woman. When she looked into his eyes, her own widened, and for one moment he thought she was going to cross herself. My bloody eyes, he thought. Things like that often happened to him.

She recovered quickly and took his hand in both of hers and looked at his palm. ‘You have had troubles, young man,’ she said. ‘Bad troubles.’

‘Tootsie’s a bit of a soothsayer,’ explained Jenner.

‘You’re right there,’ said Mark, replying to the woman and making no effort to remove his hand. ‘And something tells me they might just be starting again soon.’

‘A boy needs a mother,’ Tootsie went on, ignoring his last remark. ‘I know. The Lord only knows where Delroy would be without me to keep him on the path of righteousness.’

‘I had a mother,’ said Mark. ‘Two in fact. One wasn’t quite up to the job I’m afraid.’ What am I saying? he thought. Why am I telling this woman anything? Then it occurred to him that it was for the same reason that his uncle had apologised to her. There was something about her that demanded truth and respect. ‘I left her, abandoned her,’ he went on. ‘It was the worst thing I ever did. Almost.’

‘You couldn’t have stayed, son,’ said Jenner.

‘Let him speak,’ said Tootsie. ‘Let the boy speak for himself.’

‘But I had another mother,’ Mark continued. ‘A beautiful woman. John’s wife.’ But she left us, he thought. Abandoned us, before her time. Although it wasn’t her fault. And we had to watch her die, day by day, bit by bit. Getting old in front of our eyes. Fading away until she finally left. He didn’t speak his thoughts, but he saw that Tootsie understood.

‘I know about Hazel,’ said Tootsie. ‘Many a night your uncle and me have sat up late with the rum bottle setting the world to rights, and telling stories of our youth.’

‘We’ll do it again soon, I promise,’ said Jenner.

‘Did that stuff I gave you help with the pain?’ she asked.

Jenner smiled. ‘Yes. At night it helps a great deal.’

‘Good. And thanks for the drink, John. It cooled me down plenty.’

‘A pleasure.’

‘Well, I’ll leave you boys now,’ she said. ‘I can see you have much to talk about. But don’t be strangers. Come again soon. And bring Martine. She lights up this place like a lantern.’

‘Just like her mother would’ve done,’ said Jenner, and smiled again at the memory of his wife.

Tootsie stood, collected the dishes and headed back to the kitchen. Delroy came and took their orders for sweets and coffee. When he’d gone Jenner said, ‘So. You going to stay tonight or what?’

‘If you tell me about my dad.’

‘Not all of it.’

‘Some.’

‘All right.’

‘Then it’s a deal.’
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It took his uncle what seemed to Mark like an age to settle the bill, and included a trip to the kitchen to shake hands with the other staff and collect the leftovers, all neatly parcelled up in foil containers. When they finally got outside, it had been snowing again, the pavements were dusted with white and the black clouds were in a holding pattern over south London.

Once inside the Vogue, Jenner said, ‘You know the way,’ and the car took off towards Tulse Hill and the house where Mark Farrow had spent so much of his youth, still tailed by the Merc. When they got close, Jenner hauled out his mobile and phoned Chas. ‘We’re outside, open up,’ and as they approached the detached house, which sat behind high walls with twin automatic gates allowing access to the short U-shaped drive, the gates opened and Mark parked the Range Rover next to the Bentley. The Mercedes took up a position half straddling the pavement opposite.

‘Come on in and have a drink,’ said John Jenner.

The inside of the house was warm and comfortable with lights glowing against the late afternoon London gloom.

‘You haven’t changed it much, have you?’ said Mark, taking off his coat and muffler and throwing them over the back of a chair.

‘What’s the point?’ said Jenner. ‘Hazel had it done up nice. It always suited us, didn’t it?’

‘It certainly did,’ said Mark, sitting on a long, plush sofa and accepting the brandy that Jenner gave him. ‘So where’s Chas live?’

‘In the granny flat,’ said Jenner. ‘But don’t call it that, he gets a bit peeved.’

Mark laughed and took a sip of his drink.

Jenner sat in an armchair opposite, winced, and took a hand-rolled cigarette from a silver box and lit it.

‘You smoking spliff?’ said Mark when he smelt the smoke.

‘Medicinal purposes only. I get a bit of pain about this time of day. It helps. This is the stuff Tootsie got me. Best St Lucian weed. Want one?’

‘No. I’ll stick to these,’ said Mark, taking out his cigarettes and lighting up.

‘Did you hear they made it semi-legal round here?’ asked Jenner.

‘I heard something like that on TV.’

‘I’m glad you’ve heard something at least. Who’d ever have thought it? After all the bloody fuss and bother they used to make over it. Once upon a time this spliff alone would’ve got me a couple of years inside.’

‘Hard to believe,’ said Mark.

Jenner took a long drag of weed. ‘But we had some fun. Happy days.’

‘Tell me about them. You never have.’

‘Later. First of all I want to know if you’re going to come down and give me a hand.’

‘It could get heavy, couldn’t it?’

‘Very. I don’t like to ask, but with me being the way I am I’m not up to it any more.’

‘I can’t very well refuse, can I?’

‘You could’ve just not bothered to get in touch.’

‘I knew it had to be important. You haven’t tried to get me before.’

‘Not because I didn’t want to. I just thought it was better to let you have your head.’

‘And I’m grateful for that. Grateful for a lot of things. You know that. The way you took me in…’

‘I always wanted a son,’ interrupted Jenner.

‘You’ve got one.’

‘Good. So? You up for it?’

‘I suppose so.’

‘Good. It’s good to have you back home, Mark.’

‘Home. Now that’s not a word I’ve used much lately.’

‘You can now.’ And so they sat together recalling good times as the afternoon turned to evening, the sky grew darker and the snow fell fitfully on the just and the unjust alike.

Around seven they heard the front gates open and the rumble and grumble of an engine. ‘Martine’s home,’ said Jenner.

‘What’s she driving?’ asked Mark. ‘Sounds interesting.’

‘One of those new Mini Cooper S models,’ said Jenner. ‘Dev got hold of it and tweaked it up a bit. Goes like shit off a shovel.’

‘Dev,’ said Mark. ‘I can’t wait to see him.’

‘You will, soon enough.’

‘Sounds ominous.’

The sound of voices came from the hall, Chas’s deep vocals and a woman’s surprised response, the living room door burst open and in she came. Martine Jenner was dressed in a long camel hair coat. Her red hair was damp from the snow, and its curls corkscrewed halfway down her back. Her skin was very white and her dark eyes sparkled as she spotted Mark.

‘Hey, blue eyes,’ she said. ‘Long time. I thought you were dead.’

Mark looked at the young woman standing in the doorway and laughed out loud. ‘Christ,’ he said ‘The brat has grown up.’ He could hardly believe it. The last time he’d seen her she’d been attractive. But now she had matured into a beauty, the spitting image of her mother as he remembered her. It was uncanny. He looked at John Jenner and knew that he saw the same.

‘You’d better believe it,’ she replied. ‘And you’ve grown old.’

‘’Tine,’ warned Jenner.

‘Leave her, it’s all right,’ said Mark.

‘Why didn’t you come to my wedding?’ she asked. ‘You could’ve got off with one of the bridesmaids. Or their mums.’

‘I didn’t miss much by all accounts.’

‘You cheeky sod. Dad, tell him.’

‘You started it,’ said Jenner, memories of so many times when he’d been called in to referee between them in the past.

‘You always did take his side,’ said Martine.

‘That’s not true.’

‘Sorry, Martine,’ said Mark, seeing the hurt in her expression. ‘I was out of order.’

‘So was I. Now come here so’s I can give you a cuddle.’

Mark stood up and she gave him a quick hug before going over to her father and kissing him on the cheek. ‘How many of those have you smoked today, Daddy?’ she asked, looking at the roach in the ashtray.

‘Enough.’

‘You had your morphine?’

He shook his head. ‘Me and Mark have been talking.’

‘I just bet you have.’ She turned on the younger man. ‘He should be resting, not sitting up here talking to you.’

‘I’ll be all right, ‘Tine,’ said Jenner. ‘There’s things we have to talk about.’

‘You’ll kill yourself,’ she said, her expression softening.

‘It’s not me that’s killing myself, it’s this damn cancer. Mark’s staying over. I’ll rest later. What are you doing? You eating with us?’

‘No. I just came back to change. Girl’s night out.’

‘Up west?’

‘No. There’s a new bar in Clapham. Lots of lovely men.’ And she looked at Mark with a challenging expression.

He’d sat back down again and pretended to pay her no attention.

‘Right,’ she said. ‘I can tell you’re going to ignore me. I’ll go and have a shower and put on my gladrags. I don’t want to take the car in this weather. Can Chas drive me? It’ll only take him twenty minutes.’

‘Course he will,’ said Jenner. ‘How’re you going to get home?’

‘I’ll get a cab.’

‘Is the snow getting worse?’

‘It comes and goes.’

‘Well, take your mobile and call us if you need a lift home.’

‘Have you ever known me to go out without my mobile?’ she said back.

‘No, love. I know it’s welded to your ear. I have to pay the bills.’

‘Don’t be a meanie.’

‘Have I ever been?’

She went over to him again and gave him another kiss and a long hug. ‘Never. Not my dad.’

‘Go on then, ‘Tine,’ said the older man. ‘Go and make yourself beautiful.’

‘More beautiful, you mean.’ She danced out of the room and up the stairs.

‘Tootsie was right,’ said Mark. ‘She does light up the room. I’d forgotten.’

‘She’s still hurting though,’ said Jenner. ‘Don’t you believe all that.’

‘I could tell. What was he like? The husband.’

‘Not good enough for her.’

‘You’d say that if it was Prince Charles she’d married.’

‘Especially if it was Prince Charles.’

‘Bad example. But you know what I mean.’

‘Course I do.’

They sat talking for another few minutes before there were foot steps on the stairs again and Martine burst back into the room like a small tornado. She’d changed into a short black dress, black nylons and high heeled strappy shoes.

‘Just the thing for the weather,’ said Mark dryly.

‘But I’ve got a Bentley,’ said Martine, and stuck out her tongue. Her face was newly made up and she did indeed look beautiful as she shrugged back into her coat. ‘Coming, Chas,’ she shouted over her shoulder. ‘Won’t be late, Dad,’ she said. ‘Work tomorrow. You’ll be here for breakfast, Mark?’ And when he nodded, she said. ‘It’ll be just like old times.’

‘What, you in your Rupert The Bear jammies?’ said Mark.

‘I don’t wear jammies to bed anymore,’ she said. ‘You’d be surprised what I do wear.’ Mark laughed.

‘You take care,’ said her father as she kissed him farewell.

‘Always do,’ she said and vanished, slamming the door behind her.

‘Except when it comes to husbands,’ he said with a trace of bitterness. ‘Now where were we?’

‘You were going to tell me about you and Dad,’ said Mark.

‘What, when we were at school?’

‘No, later than that. When you started all this. Before he became a copper.’

‘All right, son,’ said Jenner. ‘But you’ve got to remember, it was a different world in those days.’




FIVE

It had been summer then. The late summer of 1965, and John Jenner was nineteen years old. He remembered the morning as easily as if it had been yesterday. Sitting in that elegant room talking to his late best friend’s son, the memory was so clear he could almost smell it. The excitement. The possibilities.

The mid 60s, and, like the song says, England swings like a pendulum do. But it hadn’t swung soon or hard enough for John Jenner and his best friend Billy Farrow, so they decided to do something about it. They’d talked about it often. There they were in their late teens, going nowhere, whilst other boys of their own age were killing and being killed in southeast Asia, and others were jetting about the world making fortunes with their music. Something seemed to have gone wrong with their lives.

Pills were the answer. Little blue, yellow and purple pills chock full of amphetamines that fuelled the lifestyle of mods and rockers alike. John knew how to get hold of thousands of them. And at a tanner each – forty for a pound in the pubs and clubs of London – and an investment of precisely nothing to get them, he and Billy would be rich within weeks if not days. John worked in a print works in Stockwell. He earned the princely sum of fifteen pounds a week before deductions. He made up his wages with petty theft and shoplifting. He knew that couldn’t last. Eventually he’d get his collar felt and go away. So be it, he thought. But if he was going to do bird it would be for something worthwhile. Hence the burglary he was planning. He knew about the pills because the firm he worked for did some printing for a pharmaceutical import/export company, and he’d been sent down with proofs enough times that he almost had free run of the place.

Simple.

That summery Saturday morning, John woke up in a strange bed in Edith Grove, Chelsea, just a few hundred yards from the big river.

In those days, John was a handsome young man, everyone said so. A shade over six feet tall in his socks, his Anello & Davide elastic-sided boots adding two inches with their Cuban heels. His hair, which was thick and curly just like his daughter’s would be in thirty-five years time, had been allowed to grow into a full Beatles For Sale LP cover style, and his dress was on the cusp of mod and rock star. That Saturday morning he was wearing black drainpipe trousers, a pale blue tab-collared shirt without a tie, and a blue and white striped single breasted seersucker jacket with narrow lapels and three buttons. The previous night he had dropped into a club in Fulham to see a new band, and had met the girl who was fast asleep in the narrow bed on which he sat to tug on his boots.

John hated putting on soiled clothing. He hated not having shaved and being forced to clean his teeth with a stranger’s brush. But he’d enjoyed fucking the girl he’d met at the club. She was what the boys he ran with called ‘a posh sort’, and he couldn’t wait to tell them what contortions he’d put her through that’d left her still snoring under the tangled sheets as the sun rose high over London town.

The house was crammed with bedsits and somewhere he heard a toilet flush and someone had a radio playing, tuned to one of the pirate stations. The song was ‘Satisfaction’ by the Stones, and he sat for a moment and listened to it, strained through the tiny speakers of the transistor.

He smiled to himself and shook the girl’s shoulder as he remembered the satisfaction they had both enjoyed all night long.

‘Whassamatter,’ she mumbled after a minute.

Now what the fuck was her name? he thought, and then it came to him. ‘Matilda,’ he said.

‘Wha’?’

‘I gotta go.’

‘What time is it?’

He looked at his cheap watch. ‘Ten.’

‘Shit. Middle of the night.’

‘Sure. But I got things to do.’

She opened her puffy, mascara-smeared eyes. ‘Don’t go,’ she said. ‘We can screw again.’

‘Did you like it?’ he asked.

‘Lovely. I’m all sticky and sore.’

‘Me too. But I’ve got to meet someone. Business.’

‘Sure?’

‘Sure.’

‘You cockneys are all the same. Love ‘em and leave em.’

He grinned, leant down and kissed her, and her sweetsour bed smell almost made him relent and get back in for another go. ‘I’ll call you,’ he said.

‘No you won’t.’

‘Course I will.’

‘Promise.’

‘Promise.’

She sat up and the sheets slid off her breasts and the sight of her baby pink nipples reinforced his urge to stay, but he knew that Billy would be calling for him soon, and if he didn’t show he’d never hear the end of it.

‘Give us that pen,’ she said. He passed her the Bic and she wrote a Chelsea number on the back of his hand.

‘The Yardbirds are on at the Marquee on Monday. Will you take me?’ she asked.

‘Sure.’

‘Then call me.’

He kissed her once more and checked his hair in the mirror before he left. He never saw her again.

Outside the sun was shining and the birds were singing, and the red buses running down the King’s Road sparkled like new. John smiled and strolled down to the river and looked down at the mud exposed by the low tide and decided that there was no greater city in which to live. And Saturday morning was the best time of the week. Especially when it was the one Saturday in four he didn’t have to turn up to work. Not long now, he thought, and I’ll have every Saturday off. Every day of the week for that matter.

He hopped on a 137 bus to Streatham Hill, then walked to his parents’ house in a narrow, mean street between Brixton and Tulse Hill.

It took him well over an hour to make the journey. Christ, he thought, I’ve got to get a car. He’d had his licence for six months already, but the deposit for a motor was still well out of reach. Not for much longer, he thought, as he trudged the last half mile. The midday sun was hot and he was sweating through his creased clothing, and the cheap leather of his boots. One day soon I’ll have a hundred pairs, he thought. If they get dirty I’ll just chuck them away. The thought cheered him up and he straightened his shoulders and lengthened his stride as he entered the street he knew so well.

His mum and dad were sitting in the kitchen when he arrived home, listening to the same station that had been playing at Matilda’s. His father, Arthur Jenner, detested modern pop but the boy and his mother persisted, and during the day when there was nothing on the TV, he relented, even if he still moaned and groaned that he couldn’t understand the words of the jungle music. He worked as a market porter at Covent Garden Market and had only arrived home from work a few minutes before John rolled in. As usual, he’d been to one of the market pubs on his way and smelled strongly of mild and bitter.

‘What time do you call this?’ he said when his only son walked into the room.

It was par for the course, the sort of family exchange that had become ritual as John had got older. Almost a game. John made a big deal of examining his watch face. ‘Eleven thirty precisely, and all’s well.’

‘Don’t be funny with me, boy. Out all night with some loose tart I suppose.’

‘Arthur,’ said Margaret Jenner. ‘Really.’

Then his father turned on her. ‘And turn that sodding racket off.’

‘It’s the new Hollies single,’ John protested. ‘It’s the business.’

‘I don’t care if it’s the new pansy’s single. That’s what they are and you as well,’ said his father.

Before Arthur could get into his stride, they heard a ring at the front door. ‘That’ll be Billy,’ said John, relieved at the interruption.

‘It might be the man from the Pru,’ said Margaret. ‘Or the milkman. He wants paying.’

‘I’ll go and see,’ said John, leaving the kitchen and walking the length of the short hall to open the front door. It was Billy. ‘Thank Christ,’ said John. ‘The old man’s doing his nut as usual.’

Billy was still strictly mod. That morning he was dressed in pristine brown suede Hush Puppies, white socks, checked hipsters with a slight flare, held up by a wide, white leather belt, a navy blue button down shirt with a massive collar and a scarlet jacket in the same style as his friend’s. ‘Come on in, blue eyes,’ said John. ‘I’ve just got home.’

‘Where you been?’

‘I went to that new place in Fulham. Met a bird. Had it off. You should’ve seen her. Well tasty.’

‘You lucky sod.’

‘I told you to come.’

‘I’ve got no dough.’

‘You will have.’ And he led his friend back to the kitchen.

‘Hello, Billy,’ said Margaret. ‘Cup of tea? Something to eat?’

‘Are you feeding the whole world now?’ said Arthur. ‘You’d think we were made of money.’

‘Don’t pay any attention, love,’ said Margaret, busying herself with the kettle.

‘Just a cuppa please, Mrs J,’ said Billy.

‘And I’d better get changed,’ said John. ‘I fancy a trip up west, have a gander at what’s new round the shops.’

‘Poofs,’ said Arthur. ‘The pair of you.’ And the boys laughed out loud.

Billy’s hair was strictly mod, too. Lighter than his friend, it was razor-cut with a one-inch part at the front and a slight bouffant backcombed over the crown. That was poofy too, according to Arthur. Almost everything the boys did was poofy according to him. Arthur still sported the short-back-and-sides he’d kept since his army days, when his drill sergeant had assured him that only homosexuals grew their hair long. The fact that the neighbourhood girls flocked around his son and his friend was still a source of amazement to the older man.

‘A spell in the army would do you both good,’ Arthur said. ‘Why they ever stopped National Service I don’t know.’

It was an old song the boys had heard a million times before and they pulled faces behind Arthur’s back. ‘Leave them, Art,’ protested his wife. ‘They look lovely.’

‘Lovely,’ said Arthur getting into his stride, but knowing he couldn’t win and deep down not really wanting to. ‘I’ll give ‘em lovely. Got a job yet, Bill?’ Billy had had several jobs since leaving school but hadn’t been able to hold on to any of them, which was a source of constant irritation to his own father.

‘Still looking Mr J,’ he said. The conversation reminded him too much of what he got at home.

‘You wouldn’t last long in this house, I’m telling you. Now I’m going to the lav’,’ said Arthur, and he took his Daily Mirror and retired to the outside lavatory where the rest of his family knew he’d probably stay for at least an hour.

‘Take no notice,’ said John’s mother. ‘It’s just his way.’

‘Sure,’ said John. ‘Now I’ve got to have a bath and get changed. Give me half an hour.’

He went next door to the tiny scullery and shut the door firmly behind him. Christ, he thought. I can’t wait ‘til I get somewhere with a proper bathroom and a lavatory where you don’t have to go out in the rain to have a piss and freeze your dick off when you’re doing it, let alone anything else. He took the lid off the narrow, battered bath where it doubled as a seat or a shelf, and turned on the tap that set the Ascot water heater belching and farting as it sent a stream of boiling water into the bath tub.

When he was satisfied with the temperature, he hopped in and shaved whilst he was sitting in the water, peering into a tiny mirror surrounded by seashells and the slogan ‘A Present From Scarborough’, and using a plastic jug for a shaving mug. Once clean he let out the water and ran a rag round the tidemark. With a thin towel wrapped around his waist, he went back into the kitchen.

‘Wow,’ said his mother. ‘Charlton Heston.’

‘Yeah, Mum, sure. Got any clean shirts?’

‘I’d never live it down if I hadn’t. They’re in your room.’

John’s small bedroom was in the eaves of the house and there was scarcely room in it for a single bed and a chest of drawers. The house was really too small for the three of them, but Arthur refused to contemplate moving and he told John in no uncertain terms that if he wanted somewhere bigger to sleep he’d bloody well better get out and find one.

John went up the two flights of stairs into the tiny, hot, airless room and found half a dozen pristine shirts hanging up behind the door. He chose a pink, frilly-fronted item from the same shop that The Kinks bought their stage clothes. It had already almost caused several fights in that tough part of town. He teamed it with tight, narrow-legged jeans, desert boots and a black leather jacket.

He went back downstairs and pulled Billy out of the kitchen where he’d just finished his tea. ‘See you later, Mum,’ he said as they left.

‘Are you back for tea?’ she shouted behind them.

‘No,’ replied her son. ‘There’s an alldayer at the ‘Mingo, then we’re off down the Scene. We’ll be back in the morning.’

‘You boys,’ she said exasperatedly. ‘Just be careful. You hear.’

In fact they had no intention of visiting either of the clubs they’d mentioned. But they still made the long trip up to Soho. Soho was where John and Billy felt most at home, where they occasionally caught sight of their favourite group members. They felt that they fitted into the area, and they headed for their favourite café, the Blue Angel, to discuss their plans.

Once inside, at a quiet table, with a cup of frothy coffee each, they went over them for the last time.

‘Right,’ said John out of the corner of his mouth. ‘The warehouse is underneath the arches at Vauxhall. It’s a piece of cake getting in. Just a crappy old burglar alarm with wires sticking out everywhere. I had a good look last week. We cut those and jemmy the door. Wally’s borrowed his brother’s van. We need that to get the pills to the shed.’

Arthur had an allotment by the railway in Herne Hill that he never bothered with. Why bother growing your own when you worked at Covent Garden, where the fruit and veg just dropped off the shelves and into your voluminous pockets? he’d say. But he refused to give it up as it was the right of every Englishman to have a piece of land to work. That summer John and Billy had volunteered to tidy up the place, much to Arthur’s amazement. That gave them access to the shed on the tiny patch of land. It was secured by a padlock to which John now had the only key. There was a narrow side street beside the allotments where they could park the van and so transfer the pills. Wally was an old mate. Another mod, he’d give them the use of his brother’s old minivan in exchange for speed. Simple.

‘What time we meeting him?’ asked Billy.

‘Ten. It won’t get dark ‘til then this time of year.’

‘So what do we do now?’

‘Go to the pictures. There’s the new James Bond on at the Odeon. We can sit through it twice.’

Which they did.

At ten o’clock that night, John and Billy were waiting near the Oval tube station when Wally arrived in the van. Earlier that week John had dropped off a couple of pairs of gloves and two torches at Wally’s place and they were waiting for them underneath the front seat. The two youths climbed into the tiny vehicle: John in the passenger seat, his friend in the back, moaning about the dirt that was getting on to his trousers. ‘You’ll be able to buy a dozen new pairs next week,’ said John as the van drove off towards Vauxhall.

The job was as simple as John had said it would be. Once over the front fence, the alarm succumbed to the blades of the wirecutters, and the lock on the front door of the warehouse was almost laughably simple to break open. Once inside, John and Billy, with Wally at the door keeping watch for passing coppers, found the boxes full of jars of amphetamine tablets, one thousand per jar, one dozen jars per box. There were ten boxes in all. The two boys’ heads swum at the thought. Then John found something else. By the light of his torch he saw a box marked ‘Mandrax Tablets’. Mandies. The famed sleeping pill that was also reputed to be an aphrodisiac. ‘A mandy makes ‘em randy’ was what he’d heard. And there were two boxes of them. One thousand to a box. The three of them swiftly transferred the twelve cartons to the little motor, then headed for Herne Hill.

There the transfer was quickly made and Wally took his payment of a thousand purple hearts. John thought it was a bit much, but a deal was a deal. At least it would keep Wally happy for long enough to give them a chance to move the swag again. An old mate or not, if Wally knew where the drugs were, the chances were he’d come back for more.

John and Billy watched as the tail lights of the minivan vanished up Denmark Hill and they shook hands. ‘We’ve done it, mate,’ said John. ‘We’re going to be rich.’




SIX

‘And that was how it all started proper,’ concluded John Jenner.

‘I never really knew about all that.’

‘You never asked.’

‘I know. I was too full of myself. So what happened next?’

‘Lots. I’ll tell you another time. There will be another time, won’t there?’

‘Looks like it, don’t it? Now I’m back in the bosom of hearth and home.’

‘Yeah. You haven’t seen your room yet. You hungry?’

‘Not really. I’m still stuffed from that lunch.’

‘Yeah, me too. But I’ve got to eat regular. Got to feed the cancer or else it gets angry and gives me grief.’

‘I don’t know how you can talk about it like that.’

‘Because it’s part of me. As much a part now as my eyes and ears.’

‘But it’s going to kill you.’

‘Well something had to.’

‘Does it scare you?’

‘Terrifies me more like. Not the dying part, or the being dead. I don’t think we go up in front of Saint Paul with his big book of what we did right or wrong. Mind you, if we do I’m destined for…’ He held up his hand with the thumb down. ‘…I reckon you just go to sleep. Must be nice. I just hope you don’t dream. Some of my dreams…’ He didn’t finish the sentence. ‘No. What frightens me is the pain getting worse and not going away. Or even worse, dying alone. That’s why I want you here. You and Martine and Chas. As much of my family as there is left.’

Mark felt tears sting his eyes again. ‘You won’t die alone, Uncle John. Not whilst we’re around.’ But he felt he was getting in too deep and changed the subject. ‘So who does the cooking these days? Not you, I bet.’

‘Chas mostly.’

‘Are you kidding me?’

‘Not at all. When we’re not out and about, which ain’t often these days I’m afraid, he’s in front of the cooking channel on cable. He loves it.’

‘What about Martine?’

‘Martine? You’re having a laugh, aincha? She can cook all right, just like her mum. When she can be bothered, which ain’t often. So all she does is wreck Chas’s kitchen and leaves him to clear up. He curses her out.’

‘I bet he does.’

‘Anyway, I heard him come back just now. I’ll get him to knock up something. Now come and see your room.’

They got up out of their chairs and went hunting for Chas. As promised he was watching a celebrity chef preparing a feast on a TV in the kitchen at the back of the house. Since Mark had last been around it had been extended and modified and looked like something out of a TV studio itself with a large central cooking range and shiny copper saucepans hanging from chrome rails. ‘I’m impressed,’ said Mark, looking round.

‘So you should be,’ remarked Jenner. ‘Cost me an arm, a dick and a leg, this lot.’

‘Worth it though, boss,’ said Chas. ‘Get you something?’

‘Something light.’

‘No worries,’ and the huge man donned a stripy apron without sign of embarrassment and peered into the mighty fridge that dominated one corner of the room.

‘Nothing for me thanks, Chas,’ said Mark. ‘I had so much at Tootsies, I don’t think I’ll ever eat again. There’s leftovers in the hall by the way.’

‘Just wait ‘til you smell my cooking and you’ll regret it,’ said Chas.

‘We’ll be upstairs,’ said Jenner and led the way back into the hall and up the main staircase that Mark remembered so well from his youth. When they got to the top, Mark hesitated outside the glossy white painted door.

‘Go on then,’ said Jenner. ‘Take a look.’

‘It’s been a long time.’

‘You keep saying that.’

‘Because it’s true.’ Then he grasped the handle, opened the door and stepped back a dozen years.

The room inside was just as he remembered it. A single bed with a duvet cover decorated with the faces of Matt and Luke Goss, the twins in the teeny group Bros, dark red carpet, dark red curtains open overlooking the back garden that was salted with snow. Pop group posters on the walls, a small TV set, a record player, and all along one wall, thousands of records, a legacy from his uncle.

‘Bros,’ he said. ‘What’s all that about?’

‘You liked them.’

‘No I didn’t. You bought me that to take the rise one Christmas and I wouldn’t use it.’

‘Yeah, OK. We stuck it on when you phoned.’

‘You knew I’d come back.’

‘Sooner or later.’

‘You’re a manipulative old sod, you know that.’

‘So I’ve been told.’

Mark walked over to the shelves. ‘And your records. I thought they’d all be gone.’

‘Never. Some of them are worth fortunes.’

‘I know.’ Mark turned to the older man and hugged him tight. ‘Christ, Uncle John. What happened to all those years?’

‘They went, son. They just went. I had Martine clear her stuff out of the bathroom next door. She’s got an en suite, but you know women. And we put all the necessaries in the cabinet. Razor and that.’

‘I don’t believe this.’

‘I was just hoping, Mark. Just hoping.’

‘Well, here I am.’

They stood together in the room for another minute, and then went back down to the living room. From the kitchen came the aromas of food cooking.

‘Chas was right,’ Mark said. ‘That does smell good.’

‘I told you. Chas has found his forté.’

‘Didn’t he ever find a woman?’

‘I never knew he lost one.’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘I don’t enquire too much about Chas’s sex life. He comes and goes, but he’s never got webbed up with anyone.’

‘What’ll happen to him?’

‘When?’

‘When something happens to you.’

‘He’ll be well looked after. So will Martine. So will you if you’ll let me.’

‘We’ll see about that.’

They were interrupted when Chas came into the room, still wearing his apron and carrying a tray, the contents of which he used to set the table by the window. He went out again and returned with a plate of food. ‘Omelette and salad,’ he said. ‘Nothing special.’

‘Looks good,’ said Jenner.

The big man looked down at him and smiled. ‘The best,’ he said, ‘I’m going to have Tootsie’s stuff for my supper.’

After he’d eaten, Jenner lit another joint and said. ‘I’m going to turn in soon. I need my beauty sleep. You stay up as long as you like. Watch a film.’ He pointed at a row of DVDs next to the widescreen TV in the corner. ‘Got some good gangster ones there.’

‘I bet you have.’

‘American mostly, Brit ones are crap. That Guy Ritchie, what a wanker. Or listen to music. Just do what you like. It’s liberty hall here.’

‘Thanks, Uncle John.’

‘Chas’ll lock up. He’ll wait for Martine. He don’t sleep much these days. He’ll make breakfast in the morning. Anytime you like. I sleep in.’

Mark was beginning to understand the seriousness of the illness that afflicted his old friend. In the silence that followed, Mark heard scratching at the door. ‘What the hell’s that?’ he said.

‘Get it will you, son,’ said Jenner.

 Mark went to the door and slowly opened it to reveal a scrawny old tabby standing outside. The cat opened its mouth and let out an almost silent yowl before limping in.

‘It can’t be,’ said Mark. ‘Is it? Lily?’

At the sound of her name, the cat raised its head, showing white, almost sightless eyes, and yowled again. ‘Christ, it is,’ said Mark. ‘I thought she’d be dead and gone years ago. How old is she?’

‘Twenty, twenty-one,’ said Jenner. Those Burmese moggies live to a ripe old age.’

‘Hazel’s cat,’ said Mark, closing the door and sitting again. ‘That’s amazing.’

Jenner’s wife had loved Lily, who she’d saved from being destroyed by a neighbour with too many kittens, and she’d spoilt her rotten.

‘I said I’d look after her, and I have,’ said Jenner. ‘She’s almost blind, and a diabetic, but she still sleeps with me, and until her kidneys go and she starts pissing the bed, I won’t have her put down. Though sometimes I think it would be kinder to do it.’

‘She used to sleep with me sometimes,’ said Mark.

‘She’s a bit of a tart is Lily. She’ll sleep with anyone. If she tries it on again, kick her out. But don’t kick her too hard, she’s fragile.’

‘Course not.’

The old cat made her slow way across the carpet and headbutted Jenner’s leg. He picked her up and put her on his lap, relit his spliff, leant down and let out a mouthful of smoke. Lily lifted her head again, breathed it in, turned round and went straight to sleep. ‘She loves a bit of draw,’ said Jenner. ‘Helps her kip. A bit like me.’

‘I don’t believe you, Uncle,’ said Mark.

‘Time for bed for us both,’ said Jenner, and with that, he pushed himself to his feet, hoisting the cat over his shoulder. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow, son,’ he said. ‘It’s been a good day. A hell of a good day.’

‘I’m glad.’

‘Too long coming though.’

Mark just nodded and looked up at his uncle. This once hard man. This Jack the lad. Now old and racked with cancer, clutching his dead wife’s cat as if it was a straw to save him from the freezing sea of his own fate.

‘Goodnight then,’ said Jenner.

‘Goodnight, Uncle John.’

‘You could just call me John, you know. That uncle business makes me feel ancient.’

‘Force of habit.’

Jenner smiled and left the room.

After he’d gone, Mark mooched around the room that had changed little in the years he’d been gone. The DVDs were new, and the home cinema too, but otherwise things were much the same. He looked at the books on the shelves. Crime fiction mostly, and some autobiographies by London criminals. He smiled at himself, thinking that maybe John Jenner had fancied doing one of those himself. He opened the silver cigarette box and looked at the neatly rolled joints and was tempted for a moment, but he shook his head, closed the box and decided to go to bed himself.

He went back up to his old room. It was strange, more than strange to find himself there. But it was warm, the bed still fitted his contours when he laid on it and stared up at the familiar ceiling. After a few minutes he went to the bathroom next door which had always been his alone and found a new toothbrush and toothpaste, soap and flannel, laid out on the washbasin, razor and shaving cream in the mirrored cabinet. He looked at his reflection and smiled wryly. It had indeed, as John Jenner had said, been a hell of a day. He cleaned his teeth, relieved himself, washed his hands and went back to the bedroom where he undressed, slid under the Bros duvet and was soon asleep.

A noise awoke him sometime later. He had no idea what time it was. The door was open to allow light in from the hall and he saw that Martine was standing in the doorway. ‘The prodigal returned,’ she said, and he couldn’t decide whether she was glad or sorry. Even from the other side of the room her perfume filled his head and he felt dizzy, although it might have been from the amount he’d had to drink during the day.

 ‘Just for tonight,’ he said. His throat was dry and his tongue felt huge in his mouth.

‘No. You’re back. I can tell.’

‘Is that bad?’

‘No. Dad needs someone.’

‘What about you?’

‘I’m a girl. It’s not the same.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t be. It’s not your fault. It’s just the way it is.’

‘Did you have a good time tonight?’ he asked.

‘Yeah. Not bad. Danced on the tables, that sort of thing.’

‘What time is it?’

‘What does it matter? You didn’t wait up for me.’

‘I didn’t think you’d want me to.’

‘You’d be surprised.’

‘Maybe.’

‘I used to do this years ago. Did you know that?’

‘Do what?’ He was confused.

‘Creep into your room when you were asleep and watch you.’

‘Did you?’ Now he was genuinely surprised. ‘Why?’

‘Because you were beautiful. I don’t think you knew how beautiful. That’s what made it special. All my girlfriends at school had crushes on you.’

‘Did they? I never knew.’

‘You could be very thick sometimes.’

‘I know.’

‘So what happened, Mark? Did you take an ugly pill?’ But there was no malice in her voice. He touched his face and felt the lines and the rasp of his beard.

‘Life happened to me,’ he said.

‘It happened to all of us.’

‘But it hasn’t affected you the same.’

‘Thank you, kind sir. Anyway, I’ll let you get back to sleep. I didn’t mean to wake you.’

 ‘I’m glad you did.’

‘Good. I loved you, you know.’

‘What?’

‘I was in love with you, just like all the other girls.’

‘I never knew that either.’

‘But then, things change don’t they?’ She wiggled her fingers and shut the door so that he was in darkness again, apart from the reflection from the snow outside. He slumped back on his pillow and blew out a breath. Jesus, he thought. What am I letting myself in for here?
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