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  For Dad, my hero, who was resilient to the end. For Susie, who showed me love, compassion, trust and the real value of Christian friendship. For my children  they are my
  life and my joy. For Angela, who I wish I could have known better. For Debbie OGornic, without whose help with the chapter concerning my daughter Laura Ashleys accident would never
  have been completed, and Ingrid Connell for having the faith that I could write it. For the man who listens ( Jesus) and turns mourning into joy. Stu and Krishnamurti for Kingdom of
  Happiness. Van Morrison for Astral Weeks, Hard Nose the Highway, Snow in San Anselmo and Warm Love. Elvis for his gospel songs. Pink
  Floyd for The Dark Side of the Moon and Wish You Were Here. And for all those who prayed for me in the darkness. For my wife, Helen, who was, and is, an inspiration.
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  PROLOGUE


  One warm summers day, three years ago, I was walking around the East End with a Hollywood film director, who was planning a movie about the Kray twins. His name was Brian
  Helgeland and he wanted to get a feel for the world that Ronnie and Reggie supposedly held in such terror.


  I took Brian to Pelliccis, the cafe in Bethnal Green where the twins and their so-called Firm of heavies went for breakfast every morning.


  I took him to The Blind Beggar pub, in Whitechapel, where Ronnie shot George Cornell dead, one Wednesday evening, in March 1966.


  I showed him the house in Stoke Newington, where, one October night, the following year, my younger brother, Tony, and I had taken Jack (The Hat) McVitie, oblivious to the unimaginable horror
  that would unfold there.


  And I showed him the route Tony took, in the silent early hours of a Sunday morning, when he drove Jacks butchered body through the empty streets, to South London, dumping it outside a
  church, among confetti thrown at the previous days weddings.


  Everything I showed Brian Helgeland that summers day, everything I told him about the East End of the sixties, had a profound effect and, when I dropped him at his Hyde Park hotel, he was
  quiet and sombre. He needed to go for a long walk on his own, he said, to ponder on all he had seen and heard.


  Those nostalgic hours affected me, too, and I drove home to Oxford, disturbed at waking all the ghosts Id buried deep in the darkest recesses of my mind.


  Id taken Brian to the key locations he needed to see, but there was one spot I didnt show him  a place hugely significant to me, but not one I thought would interest an
  Oscar-winning film man, looking only at the wider, bigger picture.


  It was a bus stop, a mile or so away, on Cambridge Heath Road, where Id been waiting, one rainy February night in 1967, when Ronnie Bender drove by and offered me a lift, to my
  dads flat, a couple of miles away.


  It was a moment that changed the course of my life.


  If my bus had come a few seconds earlier, or if Bender hadnt spotted me, I would never have been persuaded to meet Ronnie and Reggie; would never have got caught up in their madness and
  mayhem.


  As it was, I did accept Benders offer of a lift. And my goose, as they say, was cooked.


  Fate would lead me from that bus stop to a blood-soaked suburban flat, and a senseless slaughter that would cost me fifteen years of freedom, and bring shame on the one person I adored above all
  others  my father.


  


  CHAPTER ONE


  I was a little cheeky kid in short, grey trousers, and I was standing outside the hotel, in Regents Park, in the early evening sunshine, watching the guests arrive.


  I was wearing a green cap with gold stripes, green round-neck jumper and yellow scarf, with a leather toggle  the traditional uniform of the Wolf Cubs. I was holding a round tin box
  Id found on a bombsite and, as another guest walked up to the hotel entrance, I rattled it and smiled. Buy a raffle ticket for the Cubs, mister? I said, chirpily.


  The man stopped. How much are they, sonny?


  Sixpence.


  The man smiled and felt in his trouser pocket. He took out a sixpence and dropped it into the tin box. And when is the raffle, young man?


  Very shortly, sir. I pointed back towards the Marylebone Road entrance to the park. At the church. I put the box on the ground and handed the man a small numbered
  ticket. Then I went up to the hotel door and opened it. The man was still smiling as he walked through.


  Watching him disappear into the hotel lobby, I felt pleased with myself. I jiggled the tin in my hand, feeling its weight: I had not been counting, but it felt like my best evening ever.


  I looked at the clock behind the reception desk: 5.15 p.m. I had been rattling my tin for nearly two hours since coming home from school; now it was time to get back before my mum and dad
  started to worry.


  I went out of the park, crossed Marylebone Road, then ran down Great Portland Street to a bombsite in Cleveland Street. I crept into a wartime shelter and emptied my tin on the ground, then hid
  it under some rubble, for use the next afternoon.


  I put the sixpences in piles of ten, each pile representing five shillings, and was thrilled when I made five piles. I was right: twenty-five shillings was the best evening Id had since
  starting collecting ten days before. I wrapped the coins in a handkerchief, stuffed it in my trouser pocket, then hurried down Fitzroy Street, into Howland Street, where I lived with my three
  brothers, in a two-bedroomed flat at the top of a four-storey house.


  A bit breathless, I crept up the stairs and let myself into a toilet on the landing below our flat: in there was a loose floorboard where I hid the money. As I was taking the handkerchief out of
  my pocket, however, I heard my fathers broken English, and it made me jump.


  Chris, he called out from the other side of the door, what are you doing?


  Nothing, I said.


  Come out, boy, he ordered.


  I stuffed the handkerchief down the front of my trousers and opened the door.


  Where have you been?


  With my friends, I said, looking down.


  In your Cub uniform?


  Yes, I said. Weve been doing odd jobs.


  Dad gave me a strange look. Come upstairs, he said. I want to talk to you.


  As my dad followed me up to our flat, the handkerchief dropped out of my trousers and fell with an incriminating thud on the stairs. My dad said nothing, just kept walking without breaking
  step.


  Why have you been wearing your Cub uniform for the last week, Chris? he said.


  I didnt like lying, but I was too frightened to tell the truth. Ive been doing odd jobs for the Cubs.


  Dont lie to me, Chris. A little bird saw you buying sweets and toys. He came and sat on my shoulder, and whispered in my ear. Where did you get the money?


  My dad held up my knotted handkerchief. Whats this? Where did you get it?


  I found it, I said, looking down at the floor. My dad lifted my chin with his finger, forcing me to look at him.


  Where? he said, softly.


  I didnt know what to say. I felt so guilty.


  Is there any more of this in the house? my dad asked, loosening the handkerchief, so that the sixpences fell on the threadbare carpet.


  Yes.


  Fetch them.


  I left the room and went downstairs to the toilet. I lifted the loose floorboard and pulled out a rag containing thirty-five sixpences, and went back, looking sheepish and near to tears.


  Was there more? my dad asked.


  I spent it on sweets and toys.


  My dad looked at me for several seconds, puzzled. Chris. Where on earth did you get this money?


  I could not look at him or Mum. I didnt want to see the hurt in their eyes. So I looked at the floor as I told them the full story: that there was no raffle; that Id invented it
  and dressed in my Cubs uniform because that was the surest way to trick rich people at the hotel into giving me money.


  And that Id only done it so I could get a fishing rod.


  My mum and dad didnt say a word until Id finished. Then Dad said, Look at me and Mum, Chris.


  When I did, I didnt see anger in their eyes, just pain and sorrow.


  How can you do this to us? he said. Your mother and me, we love you. We are decent citizens. We do our best for you and try to bring you up decent. Why do you do this and
  put yourself in danger? Do you want to go away from us into a prison? Do you want to work for the King for nothing?


  I just stared at the floor, ashamed, praying my dad would not belt me.


  For a few moments, he didnt speak. There was total silence; my dad was wondering what to do. Finally, he said, Go to your bedroom.


  A few moments later, he changed his mind. Come with me, he said.


  Can I get changed? I asked, wanting the Cubs uniform Id dishonoured off my back.


  But my dad said, No, leave it on. It was as if he felt the dishonour more than me.


  He walked out of the room and down the stairs, without saying a word. He hurried up Cleveland Street as though he wasnt with me, and I had to run to keep up with him. At first, I had no
  idea where we were going, but when we reached the sports shop at the corner of Great Portland Street, I knew. Dad was taking me back to the White House Hotel.


  I was filled with dread, and thought of running away. But I had nowhere to go.


  We reached the hotel. My dad asked for the manager. As we waited in the foyer, several people recognized me and said hello, or smiled. Finally, the manager came and my dad talked to him out of
  my earshot. We were invited into a side office, where my dad explained everything.


  The manager listened with undisguised admiration; for someone so young, he said, Id shown incredible ingenuity and entrepreneurial flair. My dad said he did not see it that way.
  Im a decent citizen, he said, proudly. I want my children to be decent citizens. It makes me very unhappy that my son is a thief.


  What do you want to do? the manager asked.


  We want to give the money back, my dad replied.


  That will be difficult. I have no way of knowing which of my guests gave sixpence to your boy.


  My dad got up to leave. Then we will leave the money here, he said. It is not ours. We never earned it. We have no use for it. It is covered in shame.


  On the way home my dad kept saying, I dont want you to grow up no good, a crook, Chris. I want you to be a decent, law-abiding citizen. I want to be proud of you.


  When we got home, he said, Go to your bedroom. Take off your uniform and bring it to me.


  I took off my shirt, jumper, yellow scarf and my grey socks, with the green flags in the garters. I folded them all neatly, feeling I was saying goodbye to an old friend I had let down. I went
  into the sitting room and handed the uniform to my dad.


  He went to a drawer and took out a huge pair of scissors. Then, slowly and very deliberately, he cut the uniform to pieces.


  You will never go to Cubs again, he said, his voice filled with pain. We are so ashamed of you.


  I was just nine years old that awful summers day, when I first brought shame to my family. All my father wanted was for me to be a law-abiding human being, a decent citizen like him. And
  discovering his eldest son was a common thief shocked and hurt him deeply.


  Sadly, I did not learn the lesson he tried so desperately to teach me. It went in, all right, but I hated the poverty we were living in and I wanted to be as far away from it as possible. I saw
  crime as a way out. I went from bad to worse, conditioned by my environment, the poverty, and the constant moves, the prejudice. I embarked on a ruthless career of villainy  an insane
  existence that would lead to the dock of Number 1 Court at the Old Bailey and break my beloved fathers heart.


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  He was Greek, my dad. He came from Lefkara, a tiny village high in the chalk mountains of southern Cyprus, famous for its lace and silverware. But England always had a
  fascination for him. To a poor boy, who travelled the island with his father, selling lace from a battered suitcase, England was a land of sophistication and good breeding, and the people polite
  and caring and courteous. It was a land of opportunity, too, where hard work could bring high rewards.


  My dad thrived on hard work. He had learned to fend for himself early on, after his father collapsed and died on their way to Vavatsinia. My dad buried him in the mountains and loaded the lace
  on a donkey and went into Vavatsinia alone. He was about seventeen. The experience scarred him for life, but it made him grow up quickly and want to make the best of himself. My dad adored Cyprus,
  but he wanted a better life, so, in 1920, shortly before his twenty-first birthday, he packed what few belongings he had and travelled around Albania and Russia selling lace, before going to Egypt
  where he worked in a consulate. When he was about twenty-five he sailed for England and got a job as a chef, in Londons West End.


  He worked long hours, but what time he did get off he loved to spend at the cinema. And thats where he developed a sort of hero-worship for Ronald Colman, a British romantic actor, whose
  good looks and polished manner thrilled audiences for nearly thirty years, starting with the silent films of the early 1920s.


  Ronald Colman was the epitome of the English gentleman: a well-dressed, well-bred, jolly good sport who never let down his friends; a likeable, law-abiding chap who always did the proper thing;
  a decent citizen.


  After seeing Colman play Bulldog Drummond, the stiff-upper-lipped amateur James Bond, in 1929, my dad started modelling himself on him. He grew a pencil-thin moustache, started wearing a brown
  trilby, and spent hours copying the actors mannerisms and gentle, polite way of speaking. Colman symbolized everything he liked in a man, everything he wanted to be himself. And Christos
  Lambrianou wanted desperately to be like him.


  My mother, Lilian, was one of seven children, and her parents brought the family to England from southern Ireland, during the potato famine there, in the early 1900s. They
  settled in Consett, a mining town in County Durham, but my mother quickly saw its limitations. Like my dad, she wanted to better herself, and she was prepared to work hard to do so. In 1930, when
  she was eighteen, she packed her bags and travelled to London, determined to get a job as a waitress. She was taken on at the Lyons Corner House near Piccadilly Circus, where my dad was
  working.


  The two met and liked each other: Lilian was attracted by the gentle foreigner with the strange accent and old-fashioned British manners; and Christos fell for the teenage waitresss
  natural, down-to-earth charm and zest for life. When Christos invited Lilian to go to the pictures one night, Lilian accepted immediately. They went to the London Pavilion, in Piccadilly, to see
  the hit film All Quiet on the Western Front, and that was that: they fell in love and, after a long courtship, decided to marry.


  Mum ran into a storm when she took Dad north to meet the family. How can you possibly marry that man, Lily? her mother fumed. He doesnt even come from this country.
  Hes a foreigner. And hes black.


  Mums sisters were even more insulting. Hes like a monkey, they giggled.


  All the family were strict Roman Catholics and went to church every day. But they did not have a clue what being a Christian was all about. Happily, their prejudice and contempt cut no ice with
  my mum, and she married Dad at Camden Town on 24 June 1935.


  I was born on Christmas Day, in 1938, the first child of a happy couple, who loved each other to bits.


  We were living in a flat in Mornington Crescent, in northwest London, when war broke out the following September. But early in 1941, after my brother, Leon, was born, we were
  evacuated to the Midlands where my dad was employed, repairing Spitfires, Hurricanes, and other planes shot down by the Germans.


  He worked in a massive hangar, on an airfield just outside Ibstock, in Leicestershire, and the rest of the family lived in the town centre, in a corner shop, converted into living accommodation
  for evacuees from the south. At weekends, my dad would take me to the airfield and I would stare up at the huge, high planes, the wonderful, pungent smell of glue filling my nostrils, imagining
  myself as a pilot. Sometimes, my dad would lift me into the cockpit and Id be off into another world, my three-year-old mind filled with all the heroic feats he told me those brave wartime
  pilots were performing day after day, night after night. No wonder, when people asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up, Id say immediately: A pilot!


  My dad spoke English well, but he had a heavy Greek accent, and, late one night, it led to him being arrested. He missed the last bus from the airfield and was walking home when two air-raid
  wardens asked him who he was and where he was going. Hearing his broken English, one of them said to his mate, I think weve got ourselves a German spy. One of them pulled out a
  gun and they escorted Dad to Ibstock Police Station, feeling pleased with themselves. When they took Dad before the inspector, however, they felt rather foolish.


  Thats no spy, he scoffed. Thats Mr Lambrianou. He works up at the airfield.


  The inspector apologized charmingly to my dad for the embarrassment and inconvenience, and asked if there was anything he wanted. Dad said he would love a cigarette, and the inspector gave him a
  whole pack, and a lift home.


  It was in Ibstock I first felt afraid of death: of course, those daring pilots faced it every time they took off, but my young mind could not come to terms with that; closer to
  home, and far more frightening, was the local baker, who had died of natural causes.


  The word died played on my mind, and when my mum asked me to go to the bakers for some bread, I refused: I was only four and felt, in a weird way I could not comprehend,
  that death filled the shop and was actually touching the bread. My mum reassured me there was nothing to worry about, but I felt so uncomfortable I would not go there. Id run errands to
  every other shop, but not that one!


  It was in that pleasant, slow-paced Midlands town, towards the end of the war, that I was lured into crime. Some older kids found out that hundreds of packets of cigarettes and cigars were
  stored in a train in the sidings at Ibstock railway station, and one afternoon we busted open a carriage door and helped ourselves. I cant remember what we did with them; probably the older
  boys went to the American airbase nearby and made a few quid out of the GIs. What I do recall is being persuaded to have a puff, not only of a cigarette, but of a cigar, too. I was around
  five at the time and the nauseating experience should have put me off smoking for life. Sadly, it did not.


  I was spending a lot of time with older boys, because by then I had another brother, Tony, and Mum was too busy to give me the attention she wanted; I had to find my own amusement.


  It was a situation that led to an experience so evil and frightening that it scarred me for life, and destroyed the trust in people my loving parents had instilled.


  It also robbed me, at just six, of my innocence.


  One Saturday morning one of the engineers at the airfield gave me a most beautifully crafted plywood replica of one of the Spitfires I loved to stare at and touch. Later that day, back home, I
  wandered off to the park, happy to play with the plane on my own.


  I hadnt been there ten minutes when an older boy, of around fourteen, called me over to show him what I was playing with. He enthused over my beautiful plane, but said he had a much
  better one, and wanted to show it to me.


  Innocently, I followed him into some nearby bushes, where another three boys, all about the same age, were waiting. One of them pushed me over and I fell to the ground. Before I knew what was
  happening, he and the others held me down, and the first boy stood over me, undoing his trousers. I was wriggling and kicking, trying to get to my feet, but the boys were too strong.


  Then one of the boys grabbed my head and held it still as the first boy took out his penis and forced it into my mouth. I was spitting and gagging, not knowing what was happening to me, but
  there was nothing I could do.


  Finally, after God knows how many terrifying minutes, they let me go, and I ran home, tears streaming down my face, and told my dad.


  He said he would do something. I prayed it was something dreadful; I wanted him to kill them. I needed to believe that they would suffer for what they had done, and, lying in the massive bedroom
  with my two baby brothers, I kept thinking: If he doesnt kill them, he doesnt love me, and then Ill stop loving him.


  But no one came to take him away and I would lie in the darkness, my childish mind wondering over and over: Why? For years it would puzzle me why he didnt do anything. The Greeks have a
  strong tradition of avenging wrongs done to the family, and I took my dads failure to act as a sign of weakness.


  Dad and I never talked about that terrible day again, but it played on my mind. I didnt want to go to the airfield and look at the planes any more, and I didnt trust anybody.


  When we returned to London, soon after, I knew I would have to be more on my guard, and stronger and more violent than anyone else, if I didnt want to be a victim again.


  And, even then, I felt I never wanted to be part of a gang.


  My dads head was filled with dreams of making his fortune in business. England, after all, was the land of opportunity. So, when we were settled back in London, towards
  the end of the war, he invested what money he had saved, or won from gambling in the capitals casinos, in a restaurant in Charlotte Street, in the West End. He soon discovered, however, that
  not everyone shared his high principles. There were workshy chancers, who saw those troubled wartime years as the perfect opportunity to get rich quick; ruthless black-market racketeers, who preyed
  on legitimate businesses and did not like no for an answer. An unsavoury little firm tried to sell my dad some bent gear for his restaurant. When he refused to buy, they tried to
  insist. When he told them to get lost, they burned his restaurant down.


  It was a terrible blow that shattered my dads deep affection for the English way of life. But his spirit was unbroken and, shortly after the war, he teamed up with a Greek pal and opened
  another restaurant, in Windmill Street, which not surprisingly they called The Windmill. Sadly, this too was doomed, but for different reasons.


  One day, a rat suddenly sprang out from the kitchen area onto the counter, a few inches from my mother, who was serving tea from a huge urn. Hearing her screams, my dad killed the rat by
  throwing boiling water over it. He acted instinctively, to protect his wife, but an RSPCA official was in the restaurant at the time and reported Dad to the police for causing an animal unnecessary
  suffering. Dad could not believe it. And when he was later charged, he hired a lawyer to fight the case. Why should he be penalized, my dad argued, for killing an animal officially classified as
  vermin? He lost and was fined 75. But, as well as being a decent, law-abiding citizen, Dad was a stickler for principles and he refused to pay the fine because he genuinely believed the law
  had got it wrong. That particular principle cost Dad a month in Brixton Prison. And the price of fighting the case, together with his partners gambling losses, cost him the restaurant. He
  went back to working as a chef for someone else.


  We were living in a flat off Tottenham Court Road then, in Howland Street under the Post Office Tower. Despite the long hours my mum and dad worked, they had found time to have two more
  children, Jimmy and Nicky, and, as big brother to four little ones, I began to feel a lot of family responsibility. With Leon, the second oldest, particularly, I would have the most awful screaming
  rows. He would want to do what he wanted, and I would argue because, being older, I knew better.


  With Tony, however, it was different. From the moment he was born, Mum made it clear he was my baby, and after school and at weekends it became second nature to me to look after him while she
  got on with chores around the flat.


  One Saturday afternoon, when Tony was coming up to three, Mum asked me to take him out in his pushchair, and something happened that taught me a lesson I would never forget. I was pushing Tony
  along a cobblestone alleyway, near the flat, when six boys barred my way and tried to take the pushchair away from me. I was scared out of my wits, not only of being hurt, but of what Mum would say
  if I went back without Tony.


  I was only seven and the kids in the gang were a couple of years older. I begged them to leave us alone, but the more I pleaded, the more they tormented us. I didnt know what to do for
  the best: I could not wade into all six of them, and I couldnt leave Tony and run for help. Finally, I did the only thing I could: I looked around for a weapon and saw half a brick on the
  cobblestones. I picked it up and hurled it at the biggest boy, the one with the loudest mouth. It caught him on the side of the head and he fell down, crying in pain. Instinctively, I ran towards
  the others, fists clenched, and they ran away. The biggest kid must have sensed he had taken on too much, because he also got up and fled. I was proud of myself that I had stood up to them, not
  only for myself, but for Tony, too. It would not be the last time I put his safety before my own. Nor the last time I would use violence to make my point.


  Our flat was surrounded on all sides, it seemed, by lively, enterprising people of all colours and creeds: Italians and Indians and Germans and Maltese and Chinese, all living
  in harmony, all accepted by everyone else for who and what they were, and all allowed to get on with their lives. All these exotic folk seemed cheerful; there was an air of optimism after the war,
  with everyone looking forward and seeking something better. That West End area, a mile north of Soho, was like a village, and Christos and Lilian Lambrianou, and their five sons, fitted in neatly.
  We were a mixture of Greek Cypriot and Irish, but no one gave a damn: we were just another family doing the best we could to put the horror of the past five years behind us and get on with our
  lives. To me, at seven, that small, bustling area of cosmopolitan activity was exciting; every day Id wake up feeling I was on the verge of a new adventure. More important, I felt accepted
  and liked by everyone I met.


  There was no one more colourful, more exotic, than the tall, broad-shouldered black man, with gold in his teeth, whom everyone knew as Prince Monolulu. We never saw him in a
  suit; he always paraded around in bright pink, blue or green pantaloons made of some synthetic fabric, a crisply starched white shirt and a huge feathered headdress. He was a legend, not only to us
  kids who stared in wonder at his outrageous get-up, but to the nation generally. He was pure show business  a flamboyant publicity machine, who became a national celebrity every June when he
  paraded around Epsom racecourse, claiming he knew who was going to win the Derby. Ive gotta horse . . . Ive gotta horse, he would shout, and, of course, all the popular
  newspapers and radio commentators loved him.


  Me and my pals were not interested in Monolulus racing tips, but we certainly looked up to him. He was like a ray of sunshine on a gloomy day, always smiling, always with a kind word for
  everyone he met, and he loved kids. When he stepped out of his flat in Cleveland Street he was on  and would play the part for all he was worth. Come here, boy, he would
  call out, his big black face beaming. Im Prince Monolulu. Do you want me to tell you what youre going to be? And wed all crowd round him, desperate to know what
  lay in store for us. To me, he said, Youre going to be the best boxer in the world. I remember walking away, convinced that was what I was going to be  after all, it
  wasnt any old toerag who had told me; it was the famous Prince Monolulu.


  To millions, that spectacular, stylish exhibitionist was probably a con man. But to me, and to all the other kids, he was a genuinely nice man. And a hero.


  Less exotic, but equally memorable, was a friendly bloke who lived in one of the stables at the end of a cobbled mews, a short walk from our flat. He wore an old flat cap, an even older
  overcoat, with a piece of string for a belt, a knotted scarf and a pair of Wellington boots. He looked like a tramp, but he was a hard-working man, who rode round the streets in a cart, pulled by a
  lovely, old, grey horse, scouring the bomb sites for anything that might be worth a few bob.


  I spent a lot of time down by those stables, watching the huge, muscular blacksmiths at work in a farriers shed, and one day I saw this mans grey horse pull his cart into the
  stable.


  Whats yer orses name, mister? I called out.


  He probably did not understand my cockney, because he replied, My names Yorkie. And dont you forget it.


  And whats yer orses name? I said again.


  I calls her Galloperlightly, he said. Shes like a woman. Dont push her, dont shove her  Gallop Her Lightly.


  I didnt have a clue what he was talking about. But I took an instant liking to him, and went back to that stable the next evening and stood watching him strip copper from old dynamos and
  chuck it into a big tin bath. I went there day after day and he would brew a pot of rich brown tea, often from rainwater, and hand me a cup, saying, in a broad northern accent, There you
  are, lad  have a nice cuppa. And then he would be off, telling me, with some pride and not a little nostalgia, about Yorkshire and its famous moors. He came from up there, he said;
  thats why he was called Yorkie.


  Sometimes, during the school holidays, I would join him on his travels and he would teach me what to look for on the bombed areas around Euston and Mornington Crescent. Go on lad,
  hed say, stopping at a likely looking site. Go and see what you can find. And Id jump down and rummage around among the debris, returning, triumphantly, to the cart with
  an iron bar or some other metal I thought Yorkie might want. I spent many hours with Yorkie during that summer of 1946, but then, one day, just before I was due to change schools, he told me he was
  not able to take me out.


  Why? I asked, disappointed.


  Galloperlightly died, he said.


  I didnt know what to say. I felt sad for both of them.


  I dont know if I can get another horse, he said. Ill probably have to let the cart go.


  I was really worried for him. What are you going to do?


  I dont know.


  I suppose he talked to me for a little while, but I cant remember much now, except my sadness that a happy time of my life was over. The next time I went to Yorkies stable he was
  not there and I never saw him again. He vanished out of my life as quickly as he had come into it, but I knew I would never forget him  or his lovely old grey horse.


  I had been going to St Jamess Catholic school in Spanish Place, the other side of Marylebone High Street, but, in September 1946, I started at St Patricks, another Catholic school
  but closer to home, in Soho Square, and came into contact with a lovely woman who gave me the greatest gift, outside life itself, that anyone has ever given me.


  She was an unmarried schoolteacher, named Pamela Franklin, and she taught me to read. At the time, I never realized what a special gift she was giving me; the only reason I was keen to learn was
  because I wanted to read the words in the comics, not just look at the pictures. Miss Franklin, who seemed ancient in my young eyes, always had time for me and took special care helping me read. I
  shall always be grateful to her.


  Soho was the film capital of England then, and me and my pals would wander up and down Wardour Street in our lunchbreak, gazing in the windows of the studio offices at posters
  of the famous faces and the films they were in, each of us lost in our own dreamworlds. If the area around Howland Street had been exciting, Soho was exhilarating. Famous people would pass you in
  the street. Everyone seemed to be in a hurry, all hustling and bustling from one place to another; all, it seemed, with a purpose. To a seven-year-old, it was breathtaking and magical.


  The only time the police came into my life was when I found a dead newborn baby in a cornflakes packet, in an old water tank, at the bottom of Charlotte Street. I was just playing around on the
  way home from school when I kicked the packet and there it was. I put the baby back in the packet and took it to Tottenham Court Road Police Station. The officer who took it was the father of my
  best friend, David Peterson. I used to envy David for having a copper as a dad. They were people to be respected then and, if you saw them, you had to be very careful.


  Shortly afterwards, I found a revolver, with ammunition, and I took this to the police station, too. I was an honest, good boy in that first year at St Patricks.


  The following year, however, I got in with a different crowd and started to learn about crime; not the sort of childish prank Id got up to in Ibstock  really serious
  well-thought-out shoplifting. There were five of us, and we would target the big West End stores, such as Hamleys toy shop, in Regent Street, and Selfridges, in Oxford Street. We were the 1940s
  version of Fagins little firm, led by the Artful Dodger, but, unlike them, we never got caught.


  Our criminal activities did not stop there. In the evening, we would go to Regents Park and rob rich kids of their toy guns and bikes. We would watch them playing cowboys and Indians in
  what seemed mountainous sand dunes, then swoop. Looking all innocent, we would ask to have a look at their guns, then run off with them.


  The boys would climb out of the sand and run off in search of their mums or dads, usually bawling their eyes out. But, by the time they came looking for us, we were long gone.


  Invariably, the kids would be warned not to go to the park any more, because we were too rough, too tough. I can imagine them being told, We can get you another gun, Johnny, but we
  cant get you another head! Me and my mates werent young gangsters, though: those kids were the Indians and we were the cowboy heroes we saw on the screen when we bunked into
  the Odeon, in Tottenham Court Road  Hopalong Cassidy, Roy Rogers, Tex Ritter, or, in my case, Gary Cooper! He was my favourite and I think I must have bunked in to the Odeon at least thirty
  times just to see him in the Cecil B. DeMille classic, Unconquered. Those little rich kids in those steep sand hills were the bad guys; they had the guns and we wanted them. Why should they
  have them when we didnt? I was one of the ringleaders of that cowboy gang, but Id go in and steal a gun or a bike on my own if none of my mates was around. I was
  fearless. Mind you, if my mum or dad had known where I was, and what I was doing, there would have been hell to pay!


  We would have been in trouble, too, if wed been caught firing staples from elastic bands at prostitutes legs, as the women stood on street corners, discussing business with
  potential clients. Some of the blokes chased us, but they had no chance against nimble kids, who knew all the side turnings and alleyways.


  We were too young to know what prostitutes were, of course; to us, they were simply pretty girls chatting up guys they fancied. But I did know about sex. For a day out, we would go to a sandy
  beach by the Thames at Westminster, and me and my pals watched a couple doing it in a cellar, underneath a derelict house, on a nearby bomb site. I saw the couple and wondered what they were doing
  down there. Then they stripped off and got down to it  and I knew. I was only nine, but I had a strong sex drive and I remember feeling very excited.


  It was around this time that I learned about masturbation and I indulged in it often, ignoring warnings that it would make me go blind.


  When Father Crook took my first confession, I happily owned up to this, as well as to nicking stuff from Hamleys. Making that confession gave me such a high. I came out walking on air!


  When I was nine, I fell in love for the first time  a short-lived, heartbreaking experience that left me feeling deeply hurt and betrayed.


  The object of my affections was a gorgeous golden Labrador puppy my dad bought for me one afternoon in the spring of 1948. I called the dog Rex, and, for several weeks, my world revolved around
  him. I would rush home from school, eager to play with him, but I would feed him and take him for walks, too. Unlike Tony, who was fascinated by predators, and would bunk into London Zoo and stare
  for hours at lions and tigers, I always felt there was something very special about a boy and a dog. In a very short time, Rex became the best friend Id ever had.


  And then, one day, I came home and he wasnt there.


  Wheres Rex, Dad? I asked.


  Dad found it hard to look at me. Im sorry, Chrissie, he said. Hes going to be a very big dog. We couldnt keep him in the flat. Its too
  small.


  I just burst into tears. I could not believe that I would never see that lovely puppy, my friend, again. At that moment, I hated my dad; I felt he had let me down.


  I begged him to get Rex back and he took me to an ice-cream seller at Hyde Park Corner, who had said he might be able to find the dog a new home.


  Mister, I sobbed, can I have my dog back?


  The man was upset by my tears, but he shook his head. Im sorry, son. If I could give you your dog back, I would. But hes gone to a new family.


  I could not stop crying all the way home. I was sure Rex knew how much I loved him, and I honestly felt he would be pining for me as much as I was for him. For weeks, I could not come to terms
  with my loss; my heart ached so much, I thought it would break. But, one morning, I woke up and I wasnt crying any more. The best pal Id ever had was gone and I would never forget
  him, but the loss now was just another feeling I had varnished over, another painful emotion that really didnt matter.


  I was only a kid, but somehow, it seemed, I was missing out on the wondrous, magical and carefree age of innocence called childhood. At nine, I should have been soft, malleable, but I was hard
  and single-minded.


  That terrible ordeal in the bushes at Ibstock and the betrayal I felt over Rex were to blame, in part, but, it was the suffocating family environment, and the poverty we endured, that toppled me
  over the edge into lawlessness.


  Up to nine, I cant remember feeling good very often. Id been the centre of attention, consumed with love by two adoring parents throughout my formative years, but when one, two,
  then four, babies crowded me out, I began to miss the spotlight and the affection that went with it.


  I needed to do something to make me feel important, to convince myself I was capable of doing something on my own that would make me feel good.


  Thats why I dreamed up that phoney church raffle. It was a doddle. I knew where to buy the tickets. I knew where to find the people most likely to buy them. And, more important, I knew
  how to make them part with their money.


  It was only a fishing rod I wanted that summer. But it was so, so important, because all my friends had one, and I was sickened at always being the one who went without.


  My dads wrath, and the humiliation and shame he made me feel for stealing from those trusting folk, did little to curb my criminal leanings.


  From almost the very next day, I became a thief, with not the slightest trace of conscience. My philosophy was: theyve got it  I want it. And I got it.


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  One afternoon in late October 1949, I came home from school to be told we were leaving Howland Street. Three days of torrential rain had come in through the roof of the flat,
  making it uninhabitable and my parents couldnt afford any repairs. Now, we were going to another place, south of the river. I was shocked and upset. I was settled at St Patricks and
  when I wasnt there, or getting up to mischief with my school pals, I loved messing around on the cobblestones down by the stables. I was happy and secure where I was. I didnt want to
  go anywhere, least of all over the water: it sounded miles and miles away, like another country. From what I was to experience there, it might just as well have been.


  That evening, we all got on a bus, Mum and my four brothers, and headed to a place called Walworth, between the Elephant and Castle and Camberwell. It was dark when we got there, and still
  raining. We walked down a long road and over a canal until we came to a huge old building, like a hospital. A man took us to a tiny room with a dingy light. There was just a single bed and a cot. I
  looked around, worried. Where are we all going to sleep, Mum? I asked.


  The man told her that the two oldest boys, me and Leon, would have to sleep somewhere else. Come with me, he said. Mum motioned to us to follow him.


  The man took us across a cobbled courtyard into another old building. We went through an archway and up a flight of stairs and, as we climbed them, I could hear the sound of coughing, then
  spitting, from above. We went through a thick wooden door, into a massive dormitory. The gaslights were turned down, but I could make out rows of single beds, with old men in them. The acrid smell
  of carbolic soap filled my nostrils.


  The man showed Leon and me two beds in a darkened corner of the room and told us to get in. The sheets were starched and stiff and cold, and the woollen blankets hard and smelly, from being used
  by so many people. We lay there in the darkness, afraid. It was the first time either of us had slept apart from the family.


  I tried to sleep, but the fear kept me awake. Suddenly I heard Leon start to cry: not loud sobs, just a soft whimpering. I got up and went over to him. I was cold and unhappy and terrified, but
  I remember thinking I had to be brave for him; not show fear. I was ten; he was only eight.


  Its going to be all right, I whispered. Dont worry.


  But, as I climbed back into bed and pulled the stiff sheets and hard, smelly blankets up over my ears, trying to block out the coughing and spitting, I didnt know if it was going
  to be all right. We had been taken from a place where we were loved and felt secure, and thrown into a cold, unfriendly world, where, it seemed, no one cared  a new and frightening adult
  world of strangers, where we might be on our own and have to fend for ourselves.


  That dark, depressing building, deep in the heart of one of Londons grubbiest, poorest areas, was called a workhouse. And the fear I felt there was to prepare me for the horrors, and
  lonely years, I would experience later in life.


  Under the workhouse rules, Dad was not allowed to stay with us, so he moved in with a friend somewhere in the West End. But that did not stop him seeing us. He would pop over during the day and
  then, at night, when there were few of the staff around, he would creep in and spend another couple of hours with us. He was a real family man and it must have broken his heart to be apart from
  us.


  I was sent to another Catholic school, in East Lane, where there was a market every day of the week. The boys were just as friendly as my pals at St Patricks and every lunchtime we would
  wander up and down the lane, looking at the market stalls. Thanks to Miss Franklin, my reading was good and Id look longingly at the Superman and Batman comics I could not afford to buy. The
  familys poverty really bothered me: I was deeply ashamed of living in the workhouse, with no money. I was in the basement of life, surrounded by losers and misfits, and all I kept praying
  for was that, somehow, something would happen to get us all out of it.


  After six weeks or so, something did. We were moved to a halfway house in Victoria, a rest centre, where we would stay while waiting to be rehoused permanently. Sadly, Dad was still not allowed
  to live with us, but, again, he made sure he saw us every day. For some reason, he felt I was a beautiful boy, destined for film stardom, and one day took me for an audition for a part in an Orson
  Welles movie: The Black Rose, which was being shot in London. We sat around for hours, waiting for my turn to audition, but, of course, I didnt get the part. I was not in the least
  disappointed. I never saw myself as a film star; my young talents were far more suited to earning money for myself.


  One of my entrepreneurial activities was carrying suitcases for old ladies, between Victoria railway station and the coach station nearby, a short walk from the new school Id been sent to
  with my four brothers. Id go onto the railway station concourse with Leon after school, and wed offer to carry a case between us for two bob. A lot of women were happy to see us slave
  for our money, but others would give us the same money for carrying a handbag. To a ten-year-old, who had nothing, a couple of bob seemed a fortune.


  Behind the station, there was a cinema, called the Biograph, and early one evening Mum took Leon and me to see two Westerns. In the interval, a bald-headed man, in glasses, started chatting to
  Mum, and asked her if she wanted to go home with him. Naturally, Mum said she did not and, when the man wouldnt take no for an answer, she made us all change seats. A few years later, Mum
  saw the mans face in the papers and told the police what had happened in the cinema.


  They took a statement from her, because the man who chatted her up was the infamous John Reginald Christie, who was later hanged for the murders of seven women and a baby at his home in Notting
  Hill, 10 Rillington Place. Five of the evil mans victims were strangled after falling for his chat-up line and going home with him!


  Early in 1950, we were rehoused in a council flat in Hackney, in the East End, where we were to experience the racial prejudice that was making thousands of peoples
  lives a misery.


  The war had been over for five years, but foreigners were still being treated with suspicion, particularly in the East End. Anyone with a strange-sounding name was an unknown quantity, an
  intruder to be distrusted, and the attitude caused acrimony and tension, which boiled over into downright hatred and terrifying attacks on peoples homes. We had not been in our flat, in
  Belford House in Queensbridge Road, Haggerston, a month when the windows were smashed and the front door set on fire.


  It was all down to ignorance. Unlike those enterprising, go-ahead folk in the West End, the people who surrounded us now were less intelligent, subservient types, who relied on others for their
  livelihood; narrow-minded working-class people, happy with their lot, no matter how meagre it was.


  Around Howland Street, Id been just another kid, one of an exotic cosmopolitan community, welcomed everywhere. Now, I was an outsider, rudely and blatantly shunned by surly bigots, whose
  racial bitterness was being stirred up daily by the fanatical Sir Oswald Mosley and his evil Fascist blackshirts.


  I did not stand a chance. If my name didnt give away my foreign blood, my appearance did. To some, I was Jewish; to others I was Greek.


  It was not the kids who made me feel an outsider; it was their parents. If a friend was having a birthday party, for example, Id turn up with everyone else, only to hear his mother say,
  All of you can come in, but the Greek kid cant. It happened lots of times.


  To any eleven-year-old this would have been hurtful, but to me it went deeper, because I was as English as everyone else. The more I was shunned, the more I began to feel lost, like a displaced,
  stateless, person, belonging neither to one world, nor the other. I was hardly Greek because I could not even understand my fathers native tongue. But to those East End parents I
  wasnt English either  even though I was as cockney as Bow Bells.


  My dad was aware of my problem; he knew I had no conception of the Greek way of life. When he took me to cafes to watch him play backgammon with his fellow countrymen, Im sure I
  embarrassed him by not understanding the way Greeks behaved with each other. Suddenly, in the middle of a game, there would be a lot of shouting and arguing and banging on the table. It was only
  good-humoured, high spirits, but I was sure Dads pals were going to attack him, and Id steam into them, even though I was only eleven. Dad had to pull me off more than once.


  In the same way I did not understand the Greeks, the East End mums and dads did not have a clue what I was about. And they did not want to; all that mattered was that I had a weird name and
  looked different from their kids. To me, it was a cruel world, and I began to rage at the injustice of it all. Part of me inside was screaming: How can you judge me? You dont even know
  me. You have never stopped to talk to me. How can you know what Im thinking? How can you tell if I am any different from you?


  And then, one day, my dad was attacked. And, young as I was, it changed me overnight.


  I was invited to a childrens party at a house where Mum worked as a cleaner. Dad splashed out on a taxi to Liverpool Street, where we would get the Underground to West Kensington. When we
  arrived, Mum and I got out of the taxi, leaving Dad to pay the fare. I heard the driver say something about bloody foreigner but did not take any notice. When Dad caught up with us,
  however, I saw he had the beginnings of a black eye. The driver had never met my dad, but disliked the look of him so much he had got out of the cab and punched him.


  The shock of someone hitting my dad affected me more than anything in my life; I felt violated myself. I remember thinking: that is never going to happen to me. And, over the next few months, I
  started going out of my way to get involved in fights, in nearby Victoria Park, and at local fairs. I hated the racial prejudice, but it was not only that that fuelled my anger; I was still ashamed
  of our poverty, too. I knew we could not survive without hire purchase, because Id seen Mum hide behind the sofa when the tally man called for the weekly instalment. Either that, or she
  would send me to the door to say they were not in. Lying didnt bother me, but the shame of not having enough money did. And it all came out in the form of violence  even at eleven.
  But I was a tough little kid and could handle myself. I began to look forward to a good bundle.


  I could see that you either fought and learned to survive, or you went down. I learned to varnish over the sensitivity, the pain, until I had a very, very tough exterior. Narrow-minded people,
  cruel, ignorant bigots, might chip away at one layer and then another, but they would not chip through the whole lot, would not get to the real me. I hardened up a lot in my first year in the East
  End.


  How different my life would have been if the family had not been forced to leave the West End: Id have stayed at St Patricks, pampered by those caring nuns, and gone on to get a
  proper job and become a decent citizen. As it was, I was sent to a rough and ready primary school, Schofield Street, and excelled only in fighting. In fact, I was so handy with my fists that an
  admiring onlooker, a greengrocer, gave me some money and advised me to think about boxing as a career.


  The fight began during a gardening lesson on a bomb site facing the school, where one of the teachers had planted a vegetable patch. Another boy, Brian Stephens, was spoiling for a fight and
  started winding me up. Eventually, he said, Do you want to fight me? I had nothing against him, so I said, No, not really. But he kept on and on until I had no choice.
  OK, I said. After school.


  It was a long-running, straight stick-up fist fight  the sort you see in the movies, where crowds gather and follow the action. It started in a side street, away from the school, and
  finished up outside a greengrocers in Haggerston Road. Brian and I were evenly matched: one second he would be down, then hed get up and catch me with one that sent me reeling. The
  battle went on and on, up and down the streets, until I smacked Brian with a beauty on the nose and he said hed had enough.


  As I was cleaning myself up, the greengrocer came up to me and said, Son, thats the best fight Ive seen in ages. You ought to take it up professional. And, as if to
  press home the point, he slipped half-a-crown into my bloodied hand. Whatever pain I was feeling eased immediately.


  I have fighting to thank for teaching me to swim. There was a timber yard by a canal, near Queensbridge Road, and I used to steal planks of wood for my mum to put on the fire. I would climb over
  the canal wall, drop down about twelve feet, and push the planks across to a friend on the other side of the canal.


  One morning, a pal let me down and I found myself on my own. Having pushed a load of planks across, I saw a kid I did not know pulling them out.


  Oi, I shouted. Leave em alone. Theyre mine.


  The kid glared at me, thinking he was safe on the other side of the water. Yeah? he sneered. What ya going to do about it? And he carried on dragging the wood from
  the water.


  I had to act quickly. I would not have time to climb up the wall and get round to the other side, so I jumped straight into the filthy water. Id never swum in my life, and the water was
  six feet deep, but I threshed my arms and legs wildly and made it to the other bank. As I climbed out, soaked to the skin and panting for breath, the kid threw a punch at me, and we started
  fighting. We were having a right go at each other when a horse appeared on the bank, pulling a barge. A man called out, What are you two fighting for?


  Hes trying to pinch my wood, I said.


  Stop fighting. Theres enough for both of you.


  He was right. We stopped knocking each other about and started dragging the wood ashore. After that, we saw each other a lot and became quite good friends. His name was Kemp and Ill
  always thank him for teaching me to swim!


  I had loving parents and four brothers, but I was a lonely eleven-year-old. I liked being out of the flat because, being the oldest boy, I was always being lumbered with odd
  jobs, or told to look after Tony or my other brothers. But once out, I often had nowhere to go because none of my friends parents wanted that Greek kid in their houses. I
  retreated into myself and became a loner, happy with my own company.


  Roaming the streets in Bethnal Green on a Saturday evening, Id see the loneliness in lots of people  lost souls wandering around, or sitting on benches, waiting for the pubs to
  open. I remember walking past the pubs later, hearing the singing: all the old wartime songs, such as Its a Long Way to Tipperary and Roll Out the Barrel and
  Ive Got a Luvverly Bunch of Coconuts. Saturday night was about forgetting your worries and problems, about packing up your troubles and having a barrel of fun, chucking another
  pint down your neck and worrying about tomorrow when it came.


  To me, those streets were dark and forbidding, but romantic, too, particularly when the rain came and dampened down the dust, making the streets shiny and clean, and when the old lamplighter
  shuffled along in the gathering dusk, putting a flame to the gaslights with a long pole.


  Even then, I knew that Londons streets were not paved with gold; money was hard to come by and you had to get it wherever you could. I chose an unlawful way  stealing lead off the
  mortuary roof, at St Leonards Hospital, in Shoreditch. I was lured into it by some older kids, who were stealing lead in a big way and selling it to a scrap dealer, in Hackney. Sadly for me,
  the police were watching him and he gave them our names.


  On 4 February 1952, I appeared before Toynbee Hall Juvenile Court, accused of theft and being beyond parental control. I was sentenced to three years in an approved school, and dragged from the
  court, screaming and shouting and crying. I was a tough little kid, but had never been separated from my family before.


  They sent me to Stamford House, a home for wayward boys, in Goldhawk Road, in West London, to await an allocation to an Approved School.


  In three weeks I learned little, except to keep away from homosexuals attracted by my baby face. But then I was taken to St Vincents, an Approved School, in Dartford, Kent  and
  learned just about all there was to know about juvenile crime.


  That school should have put me on the straight and narrow. But all it did in three years was convince me that being a crook was the best and easiest way to earn a living.
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