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One


Dennis Pike had picked the wrong day to give up smoking. There was frost on the windows in the morning. The bread was stale, the milk was sour, there was a dead junkie in the lift and now two kids were breaking into his car.


It wasn’t an expensive car, a pale yellow two-door 1982 Ford Escort. There was nothing valuable in it and the radio was locked in the boot. But there was no point explaining this to the two boys, they’d already smashed the passenger window and were reaching in to unlock the door.


‘Oi! What are you doing?’ he shouted, and furiously wheeled his shopping trolley towards them, bouncing and bumping down the ramp from Dalston Cross.


They looked at him disinterestedly. They were probably only sixteen, maybe less. They wore big, loose, zip-up designer jackets, baggy jeans and trainers.


After a moment they turned their attention back to the car.


‘I said what are you doing?’


They didn’t reply, just opened the door.


‘That’s my car.’


‘It’s a crap car,’ the taller of the two boys said and turned back round to Pike, brandishing a baseball bat.


Pike sighed. Everybody wanted to be an American.


The boy had small eyes set wide apart in a dull, flat face. He took a couple of paces towards Pike, slapping the bat into his open palm. ‘Piss off,’ he said.


What a day.


It had started when he’d poured the milk onto his corn flakes and it had come out in cheesy lumps. He’d forgotten to put the bread away the night before and it was hard and dry. So he’d gone out to the corner shop and that was when he’d discovered the dead junkie in the lift. A young white guy in jeans and sweat shirt. Long hair in a style like people didn’t have any more. He looked like a smack-head and Pike felt almost nostalgic. These days it was all crack. A proper old-fashioned junkie was something you didn’t see that often. He lay curled up in the corner and at first Pike had thought he was asleep or passed out, so he’d kicked him. His skin prickled when he realized he was dead.


It was bound to happen sooner or later – a dead man in the lift. Ever since the police had opened up a dinky little designer police station on Sandringham Road to try and deter the dealers, the dealers had all moved round the corner to the flats. They hung about in the doorway of the betting shop opposite, trying to look flash and inconspicuous at the same time. Pike was sick of finding people passing over wads of money on the walkways and shaking rock-filled hands in the stairwells.


After getting the bread and milk he’d got a tape out of Mammoth Video to cheer himself up. Southern Comfort. He’d eaten breakfast, then settled down in his leather recliner with a cup of tea and pressed start on the remote control. The machine made a horrible, rasping, churning type of a sound. The picture juddered and everything went dead.


When he’d tried eject it wouldn’t give him the tape back. He’d lifted the flap and tried to tug it out but it was stuck fast.


So his video was fucked. He’d checked the paper for the television, but there were no films on till later, only dreary daytime programmes about dogs and family problems and cheery Australians.


What a fucking day.


‘Go on, piss off.’ The kid with the baseball bat came closer.


There was no chance that the guard, way down the other end of the car park in his little hut was going to see them, or even do anything if he did. It was a wet night and there was no one else around; five other cars at most. The car park felt vast and isolated. One side was bordered by a great mass of factories and warehouses, one by a train line and one by the backside of the Dalston Cross shopping mall.


Baseball Bat’s friend, whose black Naf Naf jacket was two sizes too big for him, nodded his head rhythmically and muttered ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah …’ under his breath. Over and over.


Pike wished he hadn’t decided to give up smoking last night, but it was part of his new order. Quit work, quit fags and get ready for the future. He didn’t need this.


‘Come on, just leave it,’ he said, but they weren’t impressed. He knew what he looked like to them. An old geezer with glasses and a shopping trolley.


He glanced down into the trolley for a possible weapon. A French loaf, not much use. A bottle of vinegar, too small, liable to smash and cut his hand.


‘Did you really have to break the window?’ he said, buying time. ‘That is such a pain in the arse.’


‘Well, I really care about that, don’t I?’ Baseball Bat said sarcastically. Naf Naf laughed. That was when Pike noticed the frozen chicken.


‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you just walk away? Huh? We’ll say no more about the window. Because I’ve just given up smoking and I don’t need this shit.’


‘Why don’t you just walk away, mate?’ the boy raised the bat in a challenge.


Bloody kids.


Pike always went to the supermarket at Dalston Cross on Tuesdays. He’d tried all times, all days, but Tuesday evening at seven-thirty was when it was least busy. Pike hated crowds.


He knew that the market on Ridley Road, right next door, was half the price, but it made no odds to him. Pike liked to go in, load up a trolley with a week’s supplies, pay for it quick and get out. What’s more, Dalston Cross had this huge car park out the back so he didn’t have to carry any heavy bags.


Dalston Cross was the area’s premier indoor shopping precinct, with its very own campanile. Pike knew it was a campanile because someone had told him while he was waiting in a queue at the checkout one day. Well, of course, it made sense, north-east London was famous for its Italian-style bell-towers.


Inside, there was piped Christmas music playing and a Santa’s grotto had been set up. Around the grotto was a pen enclosing a Christmas scene with moving models; elves and gnomes and woodland creatures dressed in Victorian clothing. There was something vaguely sinister about the repetitive nodding heads and waving arms in the empty mall. More creatures were hung from the ceiling like in some kind of sick Xmas abattoir.


It was pleasant wandering the deserted, brightly lit aisles of the huge supermarket. Pike positively enjoyed shopping under these conditions. He found himself looking forward to his weekly ritual and after the problems of the morning it had been quite relaxing.


And then this had happened.


Baseball Bat walked towards Pike and put on his best hard-nut expression.


‘Okay,’ said Pike. ‘It’s your choice.’


With one hand he pushed the trolley at the boy, distracting him. With the other he picked out the frozen chicken. As the boy’s hands went to stop the trolley and he looked down, Pike launched the chicken shot-put style and it smacked into his forehead with a thwack. At the same time a train roared past on the North London Line, and Pike was vaguely aware of a smear of lights and faces.


Stunned, Baseball Bat tottered back and sat down heavily on the wet tarmac dropping the bat. Pike ran round and picked it up. He wondered if anyone on the train had witnessed the little scene, some budding Agatha Christie type who might try and work out what was going on with the trolley, the bat and the frozen chicken. Naf Naf was too surprised by the turn of events to do anything more than gawp, and Pike pushed him back against the car with the end of the bat.


Naf Naf’s eyes widened and he said ‘shit’ quietly.


‘It’s a bugger, isn’t it?’ said Pike. ‘Now, turn your pockets out. You’re going to pay for this window.’


It was no use, though. They had a pathetic four pounds thirty-eight pence between them. Pike didn’t have the heart to take it. He kept the bat instead.


He went home, let himself into his flat and rang a twenty-four-hour window replacement service. Then he sat down to watch the television and wait.


He’d furnished the flat almost exclusively from a secondhand office equipment suppliers under the railway arches by Hackney Downs station. There were beige, industrial-strength carpet tiles on all the floors and dark green metal shelving units around most of the walls. He didn’t have cupboards, he had filing cabinets. The chairs were all office chairs, with wheels and tilting backs. Instead of tables he had mostly metal desks. His only nod to comfort was his prized leather reclining seat from where he watched the TV. And what a TV. The latest wide-screen affair, thirty-six inches, with Nicam, built-in stereo speakers and a state of the art VCR wired in below.


A fucked state of the art VCR.


He looked ruefully at the packet of Silk Cut he’d left on the mantelpiece as a test. Well, he’d survived all this without caving in and the first day was bound to be the worst. At least there was some decent telly on this evening. A couple of films and a thing about crocodiles that looked interesting.


An hour or so later he was feeling pretty mellow and he decided he might as well chuck the cigarettes away. He picked up the packet and aimed it at the metal bin, but before he could throw it, the doorbell went.


It was the window guy. Pike went down with him as he fixed the door, paid him in cash what seemed like a ridiculously large figure, then went back up to his flat.


As he got out of the now junkie-free lift he saw two blokes standing outside his flat peering in the window.


‘Hello?’ he said, cautiously moving down the walkway towards them.


They turned round and his heart sank.


It was the Bishop brothers, Chas and Noel. Ten years had changed them, but they still looked like bad luck.


He fished the packet of Silk Cut out of his pocket and took out a cigarette.


‘Hello, Noel,’ he said. ‘Got a light?’




Two


The Bishop brothers. Pike remembered the first time he’d met them. In The Cock in Tottenham.


Noel had come over to where Pike was drinking at the bar and introduced himself. ‘I’m Noel and this is Chas. We’re brothers. Twins. Identical.’ He laughed. That was his joke. Brothers they may have been, but twins they were not. Two people couldn’t have looked more unlike. Chas had been short and stocky with slicked-back hair, Noel, tall and skinny with a curly perm. They looked awful.


‘Identical to what?’ Pike had asked. ‘Certainly nothing human.’


It had been one of those moments that could have gone either way. He’d seen their brains turning over, considering – ‘Is he having a go? Do we start a fight? Or do we treat it as a joke?’ It was to Pike’s eternal regret that they both laughed. If only they could have all clobbered each other for a few minutes that would have been that and he’d not have been burdened with having Noel and his stupid brother as friends for the rest of his life.


‘You gonna ask us in, then?’ Noel asked, handing Pike a Bic lighter.


‘Nope.’ Pike lit his cigarette and handed the lighter back.


‘Come on, Pikey. It’s been ten years.’


‘What do you want, Noel?’ said Pike, unlocking the door.


‘Have a heart,’ said Chas. ‘It’s freezing out here.’


Pike realized there was no point in arguing. They’d tracked him down, there had to be a reason and they were unlikely to give up now and just go away.


He opened the door and nodded for them to follow him in.


Chas had always fancied himself as the more stylish of the two. Tonight he was wearing a grey suit of some sparkly material with the sleeves rolled up, a black shirt open at the neck, a lot of gold, and expensive burgundy loafers with tassels. He had a deep tan and a drinker’s coarsened features. He’d bleached his hair, a sort of silvery blond, in an elaborate blow-dried hairstyle. Pike couldn’t understand why anyone would want to have their hair done up to look so much like a wig. Noel was something else again. His body had filled out, it had become round and egglike, but his long arms and legs were still skinny. He wore high-waisted jeans pulled up over his gut, a white shirt and a colourful nylon jacket which in Pike’s day would have been called an anorak. He had a small round head the top of which was completely bald, but he’d made up for it by growing his hair very long round the back and sides. It hung down, straight and lank, to his collar.


Pike was unused to having anyone in his sitting room. It wasn’t designed for visitors. The recliner was the only comfortable chair and Noel had already grabbed that.


‘Nice,’ he said, putting his hands behind his head and leaning back. ‘That’s a big telly.’


Chas was looking at the metal shelving unit stacked to the ceiling with videos.


‘That’s a lot of videos,’ he said. ‘You watched them all?’


‘What do you two want?’


‘You got anything to drink, Pikey?’ said Noel.


‘There’s some beers in the fridge.’


Noel smiled and winked at him. ‘Good lad.’


Pike went and fetched a four-pack of Fosters, handed them round.


‘Almost didn’t recognize you, Dennis,’ Chas said, popping a can. ‘What happened to you?’


‘I got older.’


‘You’re completely grey,’ said Noel. ‘What’s that all about?’


‘It runs in the family,’ Pike said. ‘My dad was white before he was forty, but at least he’s still got a full head of hair.’


Noel stroked his bald pate. ‘Disgusting, innit?’


‘And what’s with the glasses?’ said Chas, turning over a metal waste bin and sitting on it. ‘Dennis Pike, the wild man of Tottenham, in specs? Times have changed.’


‘All right. I’ve gone grey. I wear glasses. I’ve got a big telly. You didn’t come here to tell me that.’


‘We need your help, Dennis,’ Chas said earnestly.


‘Yeah. Goodnight,’ Pike replied.


‘Hear us out Dennis.’


‘I’m not interested in any of your schemes, Chas.’


‘No, no. It’s not like that.’


‘What you been doing the last ten years, Pikey?’ said Noel, turning on the TV set and muting the sound.


‘Nothing,’


‘You must have been doing something.’


Pike looked at the TV screen. Against All Odds was on. He’d been looking forward to watching it. He was a big fan of the original with Robert Mitchum and had never seen the Jeff Bridges version.


‘I’ve been keeping myself to myself,’ he said. ‘I aim to keep it that way.’


‘We’re gonna rob Patterson,’ said Chas with a big grin. ‘Shit’s got it coming to him.’


Pike shook his head. ‘You guys are morons, aren’t you?’


‘Patterson’s gone up in the world,’ said Noel. ‘He’s a big cheese now. Got his own business. Electronics.’


‘So you’re going to rob him?’


‘It’s a perfect plan,’ said Chas.


‘I doubt it, if it’s one of yours.’


‘Listen.’ Chas lit a cigarette, Benson and Hedges. ‘Even if he knows it’s us, he can’t go to the law, can he? Couldn’t take us to court. It’d all come out, wouldn’t it? He’d be sunk. It’s beautiful – rob the robbers.’


‘We’d all be fucking sunk, Chas. The fuck d’you think I’ve been keeping my head down these last ten years?’


‘We just need a bit of muscle, Pikey. That’s all,’ said Noel.


‘Forget it. I’m out of that.’


‘He’s loaded,’ said Chas. ‘Millionaire more than likely.’


‘I’m not interested. I’ve got money. I worked. I saved up. I’m going away. Last thing I need right now is for you two muppets to drag me back into the shit. Jesus, I bet you don’t even have a plan, do you?’


‘We’ve got a concept,’ said Chas.


‘A fucking concept.’


‘All right,’ said Noel. ‘It’s true. We haven’t exactly sorted out the mechanics. We’re still at the planning stage, putting together a team, but …’


‘Oh, fuck off. Get out of here.’


‘It’s a beautiful concept,’ said Noel. ‘Ripping off Patterson.’


‘Why me, Noel? Why couldn’t you have gone to one of the others? Chrissie, or Colin or Mick?’


‘They’re all dead.’


Pike sat down on a desk top. ‘Shit, I forgot,’ he said. ‘Mick got stuffed in Florida, didn’t he?’


‘Drugs.’


‘He couldn’t keep out of it, could he? I didn’t know about Colin and Chrissie, though.’


‘Colin come off his bike,’ said Chas.


‘Figures. And Chrissie? Drunk himself to death, I bet.’


‘Choked,’ said Noel. ‘Vomit. Silly sod was supposed to be on the wagon. He’d been dry three years.’


‘The lads are dying, Dennis,’ said Chas, tipping ash on to the floor. ‘We’re the only ones left.’


‘We were losers, Chas. All of us. We were all due to take an early bath.’


‘You’re a wanker, Pikey,’ said Noel sadly. ‘You’ve lost it.’


‘Maybe I have.’ On the screen Rachel Ward was flouncing about in some skimpy outfit somewhere hot, Mexico it looked like. ‘Maybe I am a wanker. But I’ll tell you this, Noel. I used to think civilians were wankers, people who worked for a living, but I found out it’s a lot more hard work being a bad man, a fucking hooligan. I was a mug. But not any more. I’ve got enough money stashed in a high-interest account that I can live off until I’m out of here. Canada. Six weeks and bye, bye.’


‘Jesus, Pikey,’ said Noel. ‘What a sad story. You used to be Dennis the Menace, north London’s very own berserker, the wild man of Tottenham. You used to be Pike, for fuck’s sake. Look at you now with your grey hair and your glasses and your high-interest account.’


‘It won’t work, Noel. I’m not having anything to do with it. What did you expect? You’d tell me your half-baked “concept” and I’d go on the rampage? Fuck over Ian Patterson? Pretend nothing had changed?’


‘Where’s your bog, Dennis?’ said Chas. ‘This beer’s gone right through me.’


‘Out in the hall. By the front door.’


Chas grunted as he hauled himself up off the bin. Then he belched, adjusted his trousers and went out, closing the door behind him.


Noel flicked through the channels. ‘You got Sky?’ he asked.


‘No.’


‘Rubbish, innit?’


‘How did you find me, Noel?’


‘Herman the German.’


‘Who’s he when he’s at home?’


‘Chas met him in the nick.’


‘I didn’t know Chas was inside.’


‘Two years, cheque cards.’


‘Silly bastard.’


‘Herman’s a hacker, computers and that. Genius. When Chas got out he looked him up. He’s a useful lad to know in this day and age. They’ve pulled a couple of scams together, him and Chas. Herman’s not really a bad man, you know, he just loves the work. Anything to do with computers. Computer junkie.’


‘Yeah, so how did you find me?’


‘Mammoth Video.’


‘You what?’


‘You were always mad for the films, weren’t you? Stood to reason you’d be a member somewhere. Well, all the big video chains are computerized, linked up. Herman just went though them till he found you. Took about twenty minutes, apparently.’


‘Jesus.’


‘It’s a funny old world, hackers and that. Like a sort of club. They communicate with each other all round the world and they’ve all got daft nicknames, like … Oh, Christ, what’s Herman call himself? No, it’s gone. I told Chas he should call him Adolf Hacker. Adolf … You get it?’


Pike did get it, but he didn’t bother to laugh.


They heard the toilet flush and Chas came back in.


‘Nice bathroom, that,’ he said. ‘They look like original tiles. Worth a few bob, they are.’


‘Please, Chas, I don’t want to have to check that the bathroom’s still tiled when you leave.’


‘All right, keep your hair on. I was only commenting.’


‘Here, Chas?’ said Noel. ‘What’s Herman’s nickname? When he’s hacking? What is it again?’


‘Pike ain’t interested in that,’ said Chas, curtly.


‘I remember now.’ Noel grinned. ‘The Red Baron. That’s it. The Red Baron.’


‘Come on, Noel,’ said Chas. ‘Let’s split. It’s obvious Dennis doesn’t want to know.’


Noel looked surprised. ‘You’re not going to give up, Chas? Jesus, you’ve been going on about this for weeks. He wouldn’t shut up about you, Pikey, said you were the only man for the job, sort out Patterson. Christ, he was even going to mention Marti.’


‘What about Marti?’


‘It doesn’t matter now, Dennis,’ said Chas. ‘I can see we’re wasting our time.’


‘What about Marti? What’s she got to do with all this.’


‘She’s still with Patterson. Chas just thought you might still be sore at him.’


‘Christ, Noel. It’s ten years. I’m not suddenly going to get cut up all over again and go gunning for the wanker. He’s welcome to her. It’s finished.’


‘Yeah, I can see that,’ said Noel. ‘It’s finished, you’re finished.’


‘Let’s go, Noel,’ said Chas.


‘It’s been a pleasure seeing you again,’ said Pike as Noel struggled up out of the recliner.


‘Mutual, I’m sure,’ said Noel. ‘Listen, Pikey, if you should change your mind, here’s my card.’


‘Your card?’


‘He don’t want that, Noel,’ said Chas putting a hand on Noel’s arm. ‘Don’t bother.’


But Noel had already got his wallet out. A battered old plastic affair held together by an elastic band.


‘Leave it, Noel,’ said Chas.


‘Just in case.’ Noel handed Pike a card. Pike read it.


‘Noel Bishop. Independent financial advice?’


‘It’s an old card. But me number’s the same.’


‘Independent financial advice?’


‘Gambling and that, you know, horses, what to put your money on.’


‘You’re the worst gambler I ever met, Noel.’


‘Yeah, well the punters weren’t to know that.’


‘They soon found out,’ said Chas.


‘Yeah,’ said Noel ruefully. ‘Lost a lot of money on that little enterprise. Still, the cards come in useful.’


They were by the front door now. Pike glanced into the bathroom. There was a dog-end floating in the toilet bowl.


‘See you, then,’ said Chas.


‘I sincerely hope not.’ Pike opened the front door and the Bishops went out.


‘You must give me the name of your hairdresser, Chas,’ said Pike.


Chas smiled and put a hand to his hair. He was halfway to the lift before he realized that Pike was taking the piss.




Three


Wednesday afternoon Pike drove up to Dalston and parked in a busy side street. Then he walked up to Kingsland Road where his building society was.


It had been raining and the pavement was black and greasy. It was unusually warm and Pike felt overdressed in his sheepskin jacket. The traffic was hardly moving and people strolled across the road, dodging in and out of the cars and buses.


There were a couple of young African women getting money out of the machine and he waited for them. They were chatting away about something, Pike didn’t listen. Finally they finished and it was his turn. He took his card out of his wallet, slipped it into the machine and punched in the number, then the regulation hundred quid for the week. He waited, looking around at the busy street. A surge of people came out of the overground station and fought their way through a knot of losers selling Socialist Worker newspapers. When he looked back at the machine there was a message for him.


‘We are sorry we are unable to deal with your request at present. Please refer to your branch.’


He took the card out and tried again. The same thing happened.


It was a nuisance, but nothing more. He went inside the building. There were several people waiting patiently in the brightly lit interior. Pike joined the back of the line and idly looked at the posters on the walls advertising special accounts with stupid names. He looked up at a TV monitor, it showed him standing looking up. He looked old. A stranger. He turned away.


A window became free and Pike went over to it. A young girl in a uniform smiled at him.


‘Good morning.’


‘Hello.’ Pike slid his card beneath the glass. ‘I’ve got some kind of a problem with this,’ he explained. ‘Machine won’t accept it.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘It may be damaged, or something, I suppose.’ Pike watched as the girl swiped the card through a slot on her computer.


They both waited. The girl tapped a button repeatedly, then took the card out and tried it again.


She smiled at Pike, then turned and called towards the back of the office. ‘Doreen? Doreen, can you help a moment?’


A slightly older woman with glasses came over. The two of them talked quietly to each other, the young girl occasionally pointing at her screen. They tried the card one more time.


Doreen leaned over towards the glass partition.


‘Is this your card, sir?’


‘Of course it’s my card. Why? What’s the problem?’


Doreen smiled, as if to say there wasn’t a problem. ‘What name is the account in, please?’


‘My name. Pike. Dennis Pike.’


Doreen frowned and tapped some keys on the computer. ‘Is that Pike with an “i”?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well …’


‘What is it?’


‘There doesn’t seem to be any record of your account.’


‘What?’


‘There doesn’t seem to be any record of your account on the computer.’


‘That’s nonsense. I’ve got a card haven’t I?’


‘Yes …’ They asked him to spell his whole name for them. Then for his address. But it was no good.


‘We’ll have to look into this, Mr Pike. In the meantime, do you have another account with us, at all?’


‘I’ve got a deposit account, yes.’


‘Were you just wanting to withdraw some money?’


‘A hundred quid.’


‘If you have the passbook with you …’


Pike sighed. The passbook was at home, in the filing cabinet next to his bed where he kept all his documents. What a pisser. Well, he’d just have to go back and get it.


‘Doreen?’ said the original girl. ‘Surely that account would show up here? But there’s no record of either account.’


‘Brilliant.’ Pike looked round at the row of dispassionate people waiting to be served. He angrily tapped his wallet on the counter.


‘Do you know the account number?’ Doreen asked.


‘Not off by heart, no.’


‘The problem is, we’re just a small branch, the accounts are handled in …’


‘I don’t want to know,’ said Pike. ‘I just want to get some money out.’


‘There’s definitely something wrong here,’ said Doreen, still fiddling with the keyboard. ‘It keeps saying “Refer to R. Baron”.’


‘Baron?’


‘Yes, It could be a problem with the account, could be a computer error, or it might be blah-di-blah-yacketty-yak …’


Pike wasn’t listening.


R. Baron.


Rob the robbers.


I’ve got a scheme.


Herman the German.


The Red Baron.


Had he had time? When Chas had gone to the bog last night. Had he had time to nip into the bedroom and go through the filing cabinet? Get the information he needed? The information Herman needed. After all, you could do that sort of thing these days, couldn’t you? Nick money with a computer. If you knew how to do it. Where to look. If you knew that your victim couldn’t come after you. And Chas knew that well enough. He knew Pike could never go to the law.


Rob the robbers.


That was why Chas and Herman had left the message, ‘Refer to R. Baron’. It meant ‘Keep off’.


He should never have told them about the money. No wonder Chas changed his tune and left so quickly …


Doreen was asking him something.


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘I said, do you want us to follow this up.’


‘No, no. It’s all right. I know what it means. I talked to Mr Baron the other day. I’d forgotten. It’s … You know. Don’t worry.’


‘We can ring this Mr Baron if you like. He’s probably the …’


‘No, no,’ Pike took his card and backed away, smiling. ‘It’s quite all right …’


He went back outside. The crowds were confusing, it was like coming out into a changed world. Some religious nutter was preaching through a loud-hailer and two or three people were dancing around and singing and shouting halleluiah.


Halle-fucking-luiah.


Pike stood there in a daze for a while.


Ten years of going down a one-way street, and now someone had dug up the road.


Chas.


Pike took a hold of himself. He’d just have to find the bastard. Jesus, no wonder he’d changed his tack so quickly when he’d come back in from the the toilet. No wonder he’d been so reluctant for Noel to give him his card.


Of course. The card.


Pike went through the rubbish in his pockets and found the slip of printed cardboard. There was a public phone outside the station. He doubted that Noel would be at home, of course, if he and his brother had just ripped him off, but it was the only thing he had to go on.


He put ten pence into the phone and dialled the number on the card. After a few rings it was answered.


‘Noel Bishop.’


‘This is Pike.’


‘Pikey! Hello, mate.’ Noel sounded genuinely pleased to hear from him. ‘You changed your mind?’


‘Don’t come it with me, Noel. What the fuck are you up to?’


‘Er, good question. You’ve lost me, mate. What’s the matter?’


‘You know what the matter is.’


‘No, ’fraid not.’


Pike looked down at his trainers. Noel was never a good bluffer and he sounded genuinely confused now. Perhaps he really didn’t know what was going on.


‘Is Chas there?’


‘Haven’t seen him since yours.’


‘Where’s he live?’


‘Whitechapel. Slumland. Why?’


‘What’s the address?’


‘What’s up?’


‘Just give me the address, Noel. Maybe this doesn’t concern you. For your sake you’d better fucking hope so. Now are you going to give me the address, or what?’


‘Not until you tell me what you want it for.’


‘I want to see Chas. I want to see your brother.’


‘You don’t sound very happy, Pikey.’


‘Oh, I’m happy. Delirious.’


‘Listen. Why don’t we go together, eh?’


‘This doesn’t concern you, Noel.’


‘He’s my brother, Dennis. I wouldn’t want anything to happen to him. I know what you’re like.’


‘Jesus, Noel. Just tell me where he fucking lives, will you?’


‘Listen, meet me at Bethnal Green tube, twenty minutes. I’ll take you there.’


‘Noel …’


‘Park down the way a bit, on the left.’


‘Noel!’


But Noel hung up.


Pike swore. He really didn’t want Noel tagging along. He should have handled it better. Should have been more cool with him. But he wasn’t used to this sort of thing any more. It had been too long.


He lit a cigarette and walked back to his car.


Ten years. He’d thought he was clear. But Chas had turned up and dragged him back into it. The shit life. The hard life.


Pike didn’t like to think about the past. The bad old days at the Alma. Days of football, senseless drinking and senseless violence. Different things had been important in those days. Things like front, territory, respect, and the ability to smack somebody into casualty with minimum effort and maximum effect. Then, they’d been the Lads, the Team, the Firm, the Regiment. Seven of them. Seven young hooligans without a care in the world. Chrissie Boyd, Colin Shakespeare, Mick Beadle, the Bishop brothers, Dennis ‘the Menace’ Pike and Patterson.


Ian Patterson the skinny Jock. Come down out of Edinburgh. Took it on himself to be the bossman, organize them into a proper fucking and fighting unit. Fill them full of dreams of gangsters and big money. The lads from the Alma were going to be next in line to be Kings of the Castle. The Alma became ‘the office’. They held ‘committee meetings’. Patterson was managing director. Noel was chairman. Colin, who worked in a City bank, was treasurer. Chrissie, the landlord, was facilities officer and in charge of office supplies. Chas was secretary, Mick was tea boy, and Dennis?


Dennis was security.


They had calling cards. ‘The Business. For all office cleaning’. And they had ‘receptionists’, a string of girls who would service them on request. Dreams and schemes. At all-night drinking sessions they plotted to rule the world, but it was just beer talking. Nothing came to nothing, everything turned to shit.


The Alma crew were never going to amount to anything. They were just yobs. Grown-up boys who should have joined the Scouts. Their forays into paying crime yielded chicken shit. They didn’t have the heart for it, really. The ambition.


Except Patterson. Patterson was different. He had drive, and he had brains. The others were just losers, piss-artists, scallywags. They liked the football, and lager. They liked shagging as many women as they could get their hands on, and the sheer exhilaration of fighting other young men with similar aspirations.


Most of all they liked the comfort and comradeship of being a gang. Though none of them would ever have called it that. Sure, they thought they were the bollocks. Hard men. Bad men. Desperadoes. They thought London belonged to them, and in the bars and clubs of north London, from Tottenham down to Hackney, they reigned supreme.


And it was the best life. The best fucking life in the world.


The best.


Until that night ten years ago.




Four


Pike got into his car and manoeuvred out of his space. Some tit had parked right up his arse and he had to bump him a couple of times to get clear.


It had started to rain again so he turned on the wipers. They needed replacing, they left a smear right across his field of vision. He had to crouch slightly in his seat to get a good view.


Ten years since the team broke up for their own safety.


Pike had stayed underground, but from time to time he heard about the others. One way or another they’d stuck with it; the other life, outside the law, apart from normal society. They were soldiers not civilians.


Mick had gone full time into dealing. Colin became a bike courier, boasted he’d deliver anything, anywhere, anytime. Did a lot of work for Mick. Roaring around town on a huge Yamaha. Chrissie lost the pub, slipped into small-time crime, burglary, shoplifting, mugging, and slipped further and further into big-time alcoholism. The Bishops, they probably didn’t even think of what they did as criminal. Not really criminal, not hurting people, not guns and knives. Just drugs and porn and credit cards. Dodgy goods, dodgy schemes, dodgy dreams.


Yes. Only two of them had left the life. Patterson and Pike.


So he’d gone into computers had he? The devious Jock. Well, something like that had always been on the cards. He was smarter than the others. Not just a numskull. He had his head screwed on.


But what had been on the cards for Pike? The worst of all of them. The man without fear, the berserker, crazy Dennis. The one-man barmy army.


Probably an early death in some heroic battle against fearsome odds. Cut down by gunfire. Executed by the law when they brought back hanging. A Viking’s funeral …


But it hadn’t gone like that, had it?


Dennis had bottled it.


With his head down, out of sight, the sweats had come, the panic, bad nights …


Dennis had lost it.


He drove past Bethnal Green station and pulled over to the side of the road. Single yellow line. He left the engine running and sat back in his seat, listening to the rain fall on the car.


When the sickness had left him he’d stayed where he was, in his burrow. And the old life had become just a bad dream. All but one part of it. The last part. July the fourth 1982. A Thursday.


A hot night with a full moon. Striding into ‘the office’ in his grey suit, his eighty-quid shoes, his French shirt, and his smart tie. Paco Rabanne aftershave. Gold cuff links. Jet black hair, gelled and immaculate. The dog’s bollocks. The bees knees. The cock. Arms raised above his head, he punches the air, triumphant. And what is the triumph? Simple. The triumph is his arrival. Just that.


He is there.


It’s the start of another night of drinking, of chasing the little black triangle and whatever else might turn up. The triumph of being young and careless and with your mates. The triumph of belonging. The triumph of knowing that in two or three hours you’ll be roaring drunk and on some crazy adventure. And nothing else matters. That’s why Pike punches the air as he comes into the pub.


The Bishops are already there. Standing at the bar in their best suits. Chas’s out of date, too flash. Noel’s just bad. No clothes looked good on Noel. Little Mick Beadle is with them. Mick the speed freak, pupils big, eyes red, teeth grinding, mouth dry, spinning his keys round and back, round and back. Talking too quick and jabbing the air rhythmically.


‘Pikey!’ Noel yells as he sees Dennis. Dennis struts over. Back slapping, drink buying, name calling, laughter. They stand there, glasses in hands, their backs to the bar, surveying their kingdom.


‘We’re going into drugs,’ says Mick, grinning with his rotten teeth.


‘Who says?’ asks Pike, taking his first big pull of lager.


‘I do,’ says Mick. ‘It’s the thing. Easy money.’


‘Easy as selling smack to a schoolkid,’ says Chas, laughing too loud at his little joke.


‘I’ve got the contacts,’ says Mick.


‘I bet you have,’ says Noel, who still had a bit of hair left on top of his head in those days. ‘You must be personal friends with every dealer in north London. They’ve got mortgages paid for by you.’


‘What about Patterson?’ says Chas. ‘What’s he got to say about this?’


‘Fuck Patterson.’


‘Mick, you’re too much of a case to pull this off by yourself,’ says Noel.


‘No. All of us.’


‘And Patterson?’


‘Fuck Patterson. What d’you say, Dennis? What d’you think …?’


Pike looks at him, shrugs. He thinks Mick is a tit, but says nothing. What’s it to him? What’s any of it to him?


The doors bash open and there’s Colin. Colin in bike leathers. There are jeers, shouts of poof, shouts of arse bandit.


‘Leave it out,’ he says. ‘I’m on me bike.’


‘Bike boy!’


‘Boy racer.’


‘Poof.’


‘Hard men don’t wear leather,’ says Mick.


‘Hard men don’t ride bikes.’


Colin pushes Mick back playfully and takes his leather jacket off. Underneath there’s a shirt and tie. He chucks the jacket over the bar to Chrissie, with his helmet.


‘Look after these for us, Chrissie.’


Chrissie giggles. Already pissed. His eyes unfocused, cruising. He’ll be like this all night, drinking steadily, dead on his feet. You’d think he couldn’t last, that at any moment he’d crash to the floor, unconscious, but he never did. He could outlast the rest of them, no problem, always be the last one standing. Always lock up, check the till and get to bed after the mayhem.


‘We’re going into drugs, Colin,’ says Mick.


‘What about Patterson?’


‘Fuck Patterson.’


Then he’s there. Last to arrive. Making an entrance. Patterson. Shorter hair than the others, cropped, but not pooffy like a skinhead. Raw-boned, tiny eyes, tiny, devious, little black eyes. Big hands. Raw silk suit. Church’s brogues. And looking right in it. But then, they’d only ever known him dress like this, he hadn’t been around with them in the seventies, in the days of shoulder-length curly perms, loons, stack-heeled boots, cheesecloth shirts, tank tops, huge round collars. The wild days of the seventies, travelling Europe like some mercenary army, teenage mobsters with an utter contempt for everything. The days before they learnt to dress down for a kicking, became, first casual, incognito, revelling in their ordinariness, then one better, smart. And that coincided with the arrival from Scotland of Patterson.


Patterson, clapping his hands and approaching the bar with a hungry look.


‘All right, Patterson?’ Mick shouts. ‘We’re going into drugs.’


‘No we’re not,’ says Patterson, and he smiles and nods his head like some wise and kindly old uncle.


‘Oh,’ says Mick. ‘Right.’ And the others laugh.


‘Mugs’ game,’ says the Jock. ‘Sooner or later you’re taking more drugs than you’re selling. Like Chrissie, here, and this pub. Drinks more than he serves. The economics go to fuck, and you go soft. Wind up dead or in the can. No. I’ll tell you the thing …’


And Patterson spins another yarn, another crazy scheme, another unattainable dream, and they all listen. All except Pike.


Pike stands apart, drinking, the shutters down, unreadable. He knows it’s all lies, all bullshit. Pike and Patterson both. But the others, they want to believe. To believe for a moment that they already have it all, the untold wealth, the flashest German motor, the big house, the top-model girlfriend …


For Pike there’s no tomorrow. Just this. The only thing that matters is now, focusing in, going into the target, turning on the juice. This is it. The crystal moment. When the drinks are starting to kick in and the night is young.


Anything can happen.


Standing there like heroes. Seven of them at the bar. Ready for anything.


Anything except what they got …


There was a bang on the roof and Pike jumped.


Shit. There. It was back, the old fear. The Bishops had brought it in with them. In with the cold December air.


Shit.


Noel opened the passenger door and stuck his head in.


‘All right?’ he said. ‘Nice car.’


‘Shut up and get in,’ said Pike, putting the Escort into gear.


Noel clambered in and Pike pulled out into the traffic.


‘Well, here we are again,’ said Noel. ‘You going to tell me what this is all about, or what?’


‘Your brother’s ripped me off, Noel.’


‘Chas?’


‘Yes, dear old Chas.’


Pike told Noel about the missing building society account, the message on the computer, the German Herman connection. At the end of it, Noel laughed.


‘It must be some other R. Baron,’ he said. ‘Chas wouldn’t shit on you. Chas wouldn’t have the suss to even think of it.’
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