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For Guy Barker, Michael Brandon and Ian Shaw




Although Signal Red was inspired by and based on real figures and events, the narrative is essentially fiction. Therefore the thoughts, feelings, dialogue and action ascribed to the characters are the author’s invention, and Signal Red should be understood to be a fictional account, not history. The narrative contains many characters on both sides of the law who are entirely the creation of the writer, and any resemblance to real people, living or dead, in those cases is entirely coincidental.




A broad definition of crime in England is that it is any lower-class activity that is displeasing to the upper classes.

David Frost and Anthony Jay, To England with Love






Extract from An Honest Citizen’s Guide to the Criminal Classes by Colin MacInnes




Which is the criminal aristocracy?

Safe-blowers, accomplished breakers and enterers, robbery with violence men and reliable ‘get-away’ drivers.

Have professionals characteristics in common?

To generalise, they are above average intelligence, with good nerves, loyalty (they have to be – to ‘grass’ is the only real criminal crime), cheerful and humorous and not particularly vicious, outside the job.

Why are there fewer women criminals?

The girls (and women) participate all right but as an informant put it – ‘they make the tea while the men get on with the job’.

Are there criminal areas of London?

Yes, just as Marylebone is for doctors, Mayfair for advertisers and Holborn for lawyers. South London has, traditionally, a greater criminal concentration than the North.

Are the crimes masterminded?

The notion of there being one individual who sits like a spider in his web and plans it all, but does not participate, is quite unreal. On the other hand, there are many ‘jobs’ – and big ones – about which the initial information that makes them possible comes from a man or men with a considerable front of respectability, and whose role is to supply vital facts, but not do the actual job.

What are the relations between criminals and the police?

Intimate. They are enemies, yes, but in relation to anyone who is neither a villain nor a copper, they form a closed society, rather like soldiers of two warring armies in relation to the larger mass of civilians.


Sunday Times Magazine, 1963




Prologue

Blackheath, South London, May 1992

I was aware of the blue flashes on the bedroom ceiling even before the telephone rang. I felt a cold cramp grip my insides, although my brain told me I was being ridiculous. How could they have come for you? I asked myself. After all this time? Christ, Tony, even your VAT is up to date these days. And they don’t do raids in the wee small hours for VAT anyway. Do they?

I listened to the sounds from outside, muffled by the double-glazing. There was the bark of a police controller on the radio, the distorted voice interrupted by stabs of static; a motor was still running, at idle, but hunting slightly. I thought the Met was meant to look after their vehicles? Maybe they had privatised their maintenance departments, outsourced to the lowest bidder. And look at what you got. Revs that rose and fell at random.

The bedside phone chirruped the annoying tone set by my wife, Jane, jolting me out of my ruminations on free market forces. It sounded like a sparrow being strangled. She claimed  it was less of a shock to the system than an ordinary ringing tone if a call came while you were asleep. Not when police lights were raking the room it wasn’t.

‘Hello?’

I heard a throat being cleared on the other end of the line. ‘Tony? Tony Fortune?’

‘Who’s this?’

‘Bill Naughton.’

I swung my feet out of bed and squinted at the clock. Past one in the morning. My head was clouded by the residual fuzz of the late-night brandy I had downed after taking in part of the Burt Lancaster season at the cinema in Greenwich. I had seen a strange movie called The Swimmer and John Huston’s The Unforgiven. Maybe that last title applied to me, too. Perhaps they hadn’t forgiven me my youthful misdemeanours. I was aware of Jane stirring behind me, pushing back the duvet, releasing a few stray molecules of last night’s perfume. I held out a hand to stop her saying anything.

‘Mr Naughton.’ Or, more correctly, DC Billy – not Bill – Naughton. At least, that had been his rank when I had known him. ‘Been a while. How are you?’

‘Retired, Tony. Have been for a few years now.’

I looked up at the lights strobing through the curtains. ‘Pleased to hear it. So the fact that my bedroom looks like the last dance at the Policeman’s Ball is nothing to do with you then?’

He gave the feeble joke an appropriately dismissive snort. ‘Well, Tony, I am afraid it is. I’m back, as they say, for one night only, by public demand. Or at least, some Deputy Commander’s request.’

I spoke slowly and carefully. Was it time to run, at last? At every house and flat I had lived in for the past thirty years I  had rehearsed it. My escape route. Out the back, over the garden wall, or onto the roof, along to the neighbour’s yard. But now I was too old for that. My running days were over. ‘New evidence come to light has it, Mr Naughton?’

‘Not about you, Tony.’ Was that regret I could hear? ‘Fact is, they dragged me from my bed, too. Youngsters are all fresh out of ideas. Need a couple of old hands.’

‘Tony? Who—?’ Jane began, but I shushed her.

‘Sorry to disturb you and the missus, Tony.’

‘What can I do for you exactly, Mr Naughton?’

‘It’s Roy. He’s in a spot of bother.’

Jesus, I thought, so it is the VAT after all. I might have dropped out of the life, but even I knew that a few of the old lads were playing silly buggers with importing/exporting gold Krugerrands and running VAT scams on the deals. ‘It isn’t my area of expertise.’

‘What isn’t?’

‘Whatever Roy has been up to. I haven’t seen him in . . . must be ten or more years. Silverstone, it was.’

‘He’s shot someone.’

Now I was fully awake. The words, though, didn’t make sense. ‘Hold up. We are talking about Roy James?’

‘Yes.’

‘Roy James shot someone?’ It was so ridiculous I laughed at the very notion. ‘Come on, Mr Naughton. That can’t be right. He was never—’

I almost heard the twang of Naughton’s patience snapping. ‘He shot his father-in-law, then hit the wife with the gun-butt.’

I was quiet for a moment while I took that in. Roy was never a violent man. He’d made sure he’d stayed away from all that business. The coshings that were sometimes a part of  the job had always vexed him. And guns? He’d run a mile from them. ‘I’ll be damned.’

‘And he’ll be shot dead if you don’t help. And then, no doubt, he’ll be damned. The one and sevens are here.’

‘Who?’

‘PT Seventeen,’ he explained carefully, as if only just remembering I wasn’t up on the latest jargon. ‘Tactical Firearms Squad – the boys with the Heckler and Kochs and what have you. Roy’s barricaded himself in the house. So they want friendly voices to talk some sense into him before they are forced to go in guns blazing. And believe you me, these lads don’t take much forcing.’

‘How’s the father-in-law?’

‘How do you think? In a lot of pain. But he’ll live.’

That was something. If it had been murder, the armed police would be even more trigger-happy. ‘So the idea is for you and me to talk Roy down?’

‘Yeah. Police and thieves,’ he chortled. ‘Working together for once.’

‘Now, now, Mr Naughton,’ I protested.

‘Figure of speech, Tony. Forget it. Right – the car is outside, ready to take you to the scene.’

It was then I remembered I had tickets for the FA Cup replay the next day. Arsenal versus Sheffield Wednesday at Wembley, courtesy of BMW corporate hospitality. ‘Is there nobody else?’ I felt a prickle of shame as I said it.

It was nerves, I told myself. The nagging feeling that Billy Naughton might really have unfinished business with me, not Roy. ‘What about Bruce?’

Naughton let out a sigh. ‘Bruce Reynolds is too busy with his bloody memoirs, so he says. Which puts Roy’s life in your hands, Tony. Our hands, that is. I hate to play this card  after what, thirty years, but you owe me one. A big one, at that.’

I did. I owed him my freedom, even though he knew, deep down, I was a wrong ’un. He had an overdeveloped sense of fair play, our Mr Naughton, to ever be a real, hard, bastard copper. As I had found out to my benefit. ‘So, payback at last.’

But sparring was over. ‘You gonna help or what?’

I was already pulling on my clothes, so I supposed I had decided to go along with his plan. ‘All right then, Mr Naughton, for old times’ sake.’

His voice softened once more. ‘Good man. Be nice to see you again, Tony. As you say, been a long time.’

‘Yeah.’ Not long enough, part of my brain protested as I struggled with my socks, using my free hand. ‘I’ll see you there.’

I cradled the receiver and explained to a bleary Jane that I had to go out to help an old friend. Jane was my second wife, younger than me, a different generation almost. She knew next to nothing of the old Tony Fortune, the one whose wife left him because of his misadventures in the underworld.

‘Who is he?’ she asked.

‘A bloke called Roy James.’

I saw her brow furrow. Like most people she could recall the names of Roy’s better-known associates, the celebrity thieves. To Jane, and most of the British public, Roy was a vague memory, a half-forgotten name. Wasn’t he the fella who played the trumpet? they might ask. No, that was Roy Castle. Or the quiz-show host? Roy Walker. Desert Island Discs? Roy Plomley. If only he’d gone over the wall and ended up in Brazil doing crappy punk songs, they’d remember him then. Who?

‘He was a thief,’ I went on. ‘Cat burglar. First-floor man.’

She was awake now, eyes wide. ‘How on earth do you know him, Tony?’

‘It’s a long story.’

One I had a feeling that Billy Naughton, Roy James and I were going to be chewing over for the rest of what was shaping up to be a very peculiar night.

‘Try me.’

As I leaned over and kissed her forehead, I didn’t actually say the sentence that formed on my lips. I thought it best to let it die a lonely, unloved death. ‘Roy was a Great Train Robber. And, come to that, so was I.’


Instead I whispered, ‘I’ll be as quick as I can. Go back to sleep.’




Part One

POLICE & THIEVES




One

Warren Street, Central London, October 1962

Tony Fortune was polishing the bonnet of a signal-red AC Ace Roadster when the big Rover purred to a halt outside his rented showroom. It was a P5, the imperious political barge much loved by government ministers. Except this one was the newer coupé, with a raffish and rakish roofline. It gave just a hint of flash to what could be perceived as a very staid motor. Tony stopped applying the Super Hard Shell Turtle Wax and waited to see who emerged from it.

Recognising the spindly figure unfolding itself out of the car like a cobra emerging from a basket, he shouted to Paddy, his mechanic, who was out the back: ‘Put the kettle on, mate. The poncy stuff.’

Then Tony returned to polishing, grabbing a few more minutes, hoping to give the Ace the high lustre it deserved before his visitor came inside. He had loved cars all his life. He still had the first one he had ever owned, although it was now scratched and battered and missing a wheel. It was a maroon Series 30 Daimler, magically unearthed by his mum  for a birthday during the war and treasured until peace came and Dinky Toys production resumed.

Bruce Reynolds – the man from the P5 – beamed as he saw Tony glance up at him through the plate glass. As tall, dapper and bespectacled as ever, Bruce adjusted the collar of his cashmere topcoat, smoothed down the front, with its concealed buttons, and strode into the display area. He stood and appraised the stock with an expert eye, dismissing most of it, before nodding at the Ace.

‘That’s nice.’

Bruce had an appetite for sports cars. Last time Tony had seen him he’d been squiring his young wife Franny in a sleek Austin Sprite. ‘More up your street than the Rover, Bruce.’

Bruce looked out into the street at the P5. ‘That? It’s Charlie’s, not mine.’ No surname was needed. He meant Charlie Wilson, one of Bruce’s childhood friends who had grown into a formidable blagger and hard man. ‘He likes the leg room. My Aston’s playing up again, so he lent it to me. You’re right about the Rover, though. Bit too Reggie Maudling for my liking.’

Tony smiled and held out his hand. Bruce made him laugh, always had. Tony’s love of cars had progressed to ‘borrowing’ them when he was a young teenager. Which in turn had led to a meeting in borstal with an ambitious thief called Bruce Reynolds, who had a sideline in equally ambitious daydreaming. The slightly older lad used to describe in tedious detail The Good Life he would be acquiring for himself, once he pulled off The Big Job. It was a lengthy litany of quality cars, bespoke clothes, young attractive women, the finest booze and the best of mates, all to the accompaniment of the Modern Jazz Quartet and George Shearing. Even then, Tony had known it was a remarkably mature ragbag of aspirations  for a young lad. And judging by the expensive sliver of a gold watch on his wrist, plus the fact that he had apparently acquired an Aston Martin, Bruce had ticked off at least some of his wish list. But Tony knew keeping up appearances was all part of the game. Bruce would walk and talk the high life even if he only had a half-a-crown in his Post Office Savings book.

‘You doin’ all right?’ he asked Tony.

‘Can’t complain. There’s more competition now, of course.’

Since the war, when it had been Spiv Alley, Warren Street had become car dealers’ row. Initially it had been pavement jobs, cash only, no questions asked about such things as logbooks. But in the past few years, the ground floors of the office blocks had been opened up into showrooms and most of the dealing was more or less legitimate. It was still buyer beware, though, and you couldn’t be sure that the name of the dealers – or the salesman – would be the same from one week to the next.

‘How’s the wife?’ Bruce asked.

‘Fine. Franny?’

‘Good, thanks.’

‘You workin’?’

Bruce’s bony shoulders moved towards his ears in a noncommittal shrug. ‘This and that.’

The role model for Bruce might be Cary Grant in To Catch a Thief, but the ‘work’ sometimes fell short of that. One week it might be a safe full of cash or jewels, but the next it could easily be a few dozen packs of Navy Cut from a tobacconists or a shipment of 30-denier stockings. If there was good information and a margin to be had, you went at it. Even a thief with ambitions like Bruce couldn’t go after the Crown Jewels or the Bank of England every day.

Paddy emerged with the Darjeeling, the ‘poncy’ tea that  Bruce liked. Bruce took the Castrol mug with a murmured thank you, sipped and smacked his lips appreciatively. ‘The Champagne of Teas? You remembered.’

‘You banged on about it so much inside, how could I forget?’ Bruce stared at him, a slight smirk on his face, until Tony admitted the truth. ‘All right, I have this guy who buys Mercs who likes it.’

‘I thought it was a bit odd, keeping a caddy just on the off-chance I turn up.’

‘Thanks, Paddy,’ Tony said.

Paddy, a weather-beaten Dubliner of uncertain vintage, gave a smile that showed just how few teeth he had and retreated back to the workshop. ‘Any more trouble from Mammie Jolson?’ Bruce asked, the pleasantries over.

‘No. I meant to say thanks.’

‘You already did.’ Tony had sent over a case of Chivas Regal. ‘But it was Gordy really what put the word in. I mean, nobody’s frightened of me, are they?’ Hugh ‘Mammie’ Jolson had tried to collect pensions – protection money – from the dealers in the street. Most had paid up; Tony had called Bruce who had said he’d ‘have a word’, even though north of the river was no-man’s land to him and ‘having a word’ wasn’t his true calling.

Bruce was a thief, an opportunist, from smash and grab to safe-breaking, but he wasn’t a strong-arm man. Not for him mixing it with the likes of the Krays, Richardsons, Frasers, Foremans or Hills. He enjoyed his elegant clothes and his good looks too much to get his hands dirty that way. Besides, as he said, nobody was ever scared of him; you wouldn’t use Bruce to put the frighteners on anyone. But he knew men who were skilled at that kind of thing – men like Charlie Wilson or Gordon Goody.

Charlie was your down-the-line London chancer, not stupid by any means, but he conformed to type. As Bruce said of him, he was ‘a hard worker, reliable and a very funny fucker when he wanted to be’. Gordy, though, struck Tony as a strange mix – a handsome face on a thug’s body, a hairdresser with a taste for Jermyn Street finery and thick gold bracelets, who was also capable of sudden violence.

A Tony Curtis haircut and two broken arms, please, Gordon.

Anyway, however it had been achieved – and often Gordy’s trademark growl and daunting physical presence were enough to generate results – Mammie Jolson was off his back.

‘You need some better stock.’ Bruce pointed at a split-rear-windowed left-hand-drive Beetle. ‘Not bloody German bombers.’

‘What can I do for you, Bruce?’ There was a price to be paid for unleashing Gordy, they both knew that. Bruce didn’t stray far from his normal South London patch of the Elephant and Castle, Wandsworth, Battersea, Camberwell and Peckham without good reason – unless it involved Bobby Tambling and Chelsea. He was here to collect.

‘Jags,’ he said, peering inside the Ace. ‘This one straight?’

‘Had a prang,’ Tony admitted. ‘Insurance write-off. Drives OK. Well, pulls to the left a little when you brake. Can’t seem to sort that out.’

‘Chassis?’

‘Maybe. Have to put it back on the rig. Or sell it to some chinless wonder. I thought you used Yul for cars?’

John ‘Yul’ Jones was a slap-headed chiseller whose only resemblance to his namesake, Mr Brynner, was the absence of hair. ‘That bald cunt is currently chatting to Tommy Butler about a little job he pulled in Penge that he neglected to mention to me. So we might not see him for a while.’

He said the policeman’s name with a mix of disdain and admiration. The CID’s Tommy Butler, who relished his nickname of ‘the Grey Fox’, had a way of getting confessions and convictions from even the tightest-lipped villains. And Yul’s mouth was not that firmly zipped.

‘What kind of Jags?’ Tony asked casually. ‘And how many?’

‘The usual kind.’ Nicked, he meant, and untraceable. ‘Two.’

Tony hesitated. He knew that to ask any more questions would pull him deeper into whatever scheme Bruce Reynolds had in mind – and not necessarily to his benefit. Like the futile escape Bruce had organised from the Gaynes Hall borstal, which had ended with them doing a jolt at the much harsher Wandsworth unit. This time around, he didn’t want to end up having a ‘chat’ with Tommy Butler like Yul. But Bruce was right: he needed better stock. A bit of cash to inject into the cars would come in handy, plus there was that Jolson business to square. ‘Anything special? The Jags, I mean.’

‘Well, perhaps. I’d like you to talk to my man about it. He’s particular, he is.’

Tony didn’t like the sound of that. Some wheel-men were so superstitious they insisted on the same colour upholstery in their getaway vehicle each time, let alone whether the motor was booted with crossplys or radials. You could waste days trying to find or create exactly the right spec. ‘Send him along.’

Reynolds grimaced. ‘Let’s not do it here. What you doin’ Saturday?’

Tony shrugged. ‘I was going to see Lawrence of Arabia.’

‘He’s busy.’ Bruce took off his glasses and polished them with a spotless handkerchief before replacing them. ‘We’ll go up to the Midlands and watch my driver race.’

‘Race? Who is it – Graham Hill?’

They both laughed but then Reynolds looked serious. ‘One day, he could be. Mark my words. His name is Roy James. Pick you up here at about nine?’

As soon as he nodded, Tony Fortune knew that Bruce had snared him once again.

Franny Reynolds was behind the counter of the antique shop when he walked in. She was playing ‘Let’s Twist Again’ on the HMV record player, her eyes closed, lost in the swinging motion of the dance.

Charlie Wilson stood and watched her for a while. It was a gaze of appreciation, rather than lust. She was married to one of his oldest friends; he had known Bruce since 1943, when they had shared an Anderson shelter. Bruce was the man who had once saved him from a chivving at the hands of a razor gang outside the Wimbledon Palais. Charlie had been all for taking them on, but Bruce reckoned that fourteen to one – he didn’t count himself as a fighter – was not good odds, even for a little maniac like Charlie. Bruce, already tall for his age, had towered over Stevie Pyle, the leader, and talked them out of striping young Chas. Bruce had even ended up discussing Catcher in the Rye, The Naked Lunch and The Manchurian Candidate with one of the tearaways later, at the coffee stall on Battersea Bridge.

It was why Charlie trusted Bruce, though: he didn’t think like the rest of them. Charlie, Buster Edwards, another South London thief, and to some extent Gordon Goody ran on tram-tracks. You knew where you got on and got off with them. Bruce had a series of branch lines, which meant his mind went in different directions.

Chubby Checker was nearing the end of his invitation to the dance when Charlie finally spoke, his voice an imitation  of Bruce’s lighter cockney accent. ‘What do you think this is? The Scotch Club?’

Franny nearly leaped out of her skin. Charlie began to laugh at her flustered fumbling with the arm of the record player. It made a loud scratching noise as the needle ripped across the grooves. She turned and faced him. ‘Chas! You bastard!’

Charlie smiled at her. She was lovely all right, even devoid of make-up as she was now. Bruce had once dated her older sister but it was Franny who had written to him while he was inside, sixteen-year-old Franny who was waiting, all grown up, when he got out. Today, in slacks and a stripy top, she could still pass for a schoolgirl.

‘You ought to get a bell on that door,’ he told her. ‘Anyone could sneak up on you.’

‘We don’t get that many customers.’

Charlie looked around the store. It was called Milestones and it was meant to be an antique shop, although most of it was tat. There were bentwood chairs piled high, a pair of old joannas, a couple of oak tables, bed headboards, a wall of wardrobes, chrome fireside sets made redundant by High Speed Gas, and canteens of cutlery in velvet-lined boxes. But nothing you might call an heirloom. It was hard to imagine anything in the shop being a Milestone in anyone’s life. That wasn’t the point; its job was to give Bruce a respectable front, like Charlie’s work at the fruit and veg market or Gordy’s hairdressing. ‘Anything new in?’

‘This record player,’ she said, sliding an LP of Nina Simone out of its sleeve and putting it on the turntable. That would be Bruce’s influence, of course. He loved all that American jazzy stuff. She changed the speed with a flick of the dial. ‘And some Clarice Cliff stuff Bruce is excited about.’

‘She a singer too?’

Franny hesitated, unsure whether he was pulling her leg. ‘Pottery. It’s out the back if you want to see.’

‘Just in Time’ came out of the HMV’s speaker, the voice cool yet brittle, giving the song a slightly menacing edge.

‘Nah. Only making conversation,’ Charlie said. ‘Bruce about?’ She shook her head. ‘Know where he’s gone?’

‘Didn’t say.’

Charlie put his hand in his pocket and brought out a handkerchief, which he placed on the counter. He flipped it open to reveal a ladies’ timepiece. ‘Put that in your display, will you, Franny? We’ll go fifty-fifty on it.’

Franny picked it up. It was a Cartier gold bracelet watch, probably from just after the war judging by the patina on it. It caught the light beautifully as she draped it over her wrist.

‘Where’d you get this?’ she asked.

‘I know and you don’t have to. Looks good on you, Fran.’

She smiled at him. There were plenty of people frightened of Chas Wilson and those steely blue eyes of his. Bruce had taught her not to be. Charlie, he explained, had watched his father squander any money the family had, then had suffered the belt when the last of it had gone and his dad couldn’t afford the pub. Charlie’s aims in life were simple: never to be poor and scrabbling like his father, and never to let anyone get the upper hand, at least physically, ever again. Charlie had worked hard to earn his reputation, Bruce said, and now that rep did most of the work for him.

‘It’s pretty,’ she said. ‘Classy, too.’

Charlie gave an exaggerated sigh, as if he had just been browbeaten into a decision against his will. ‘Oh go on, you can have it.’

Her jaw dropped and she gave a little squeak. ‘Charlie, I couldn’t.’

‘I only got it in payment for a debt.’ This was true. Although the man would be in deep shit once his wife found out how he had settled the loan. ‘You must have a birthday coming up.’

‘Not for months.’

‘Early present, then.’

‘No. Bruce’ll—’

‘I’ll square it with Bruce. I’ll tap him for twenty sovs, so he’ll know it was business.’ She had already fastened the catch. ‘Although seeing it on you gives me a certain amount of pleasure.’

She looked flustered, not sure if he was flirting or not. It made her momentarily uncomfortable. ‘Charlie . . .’

‘Rather than the fat cow who owned it, I mean. You couldn’t see it in the folds of her flesh at all.’

‘What about Pat? Wouldn’t she like it?’

Charlie smiled. ‘Pat’s got enough tom to start her own shop.’

Franny unclipped the bracelet and laid it down on the white cotton square once more. She admired it for a few moments. ‘I’ll ask Bruce before I wear it. Just in case.’

‘Very wise,’ he said, with studied solemnity.

Franny sighed. ‘This all right, is it – this work he’s doing with you? Whatever it is.’

Charlie shrugged. ‘Be fine.’

‘But you’re worried about something, aren’t you? Is that why you came to see him?’

Very perceptive, he thought. She wasn’t just a pretty, well-scrubbed face. ‘Nothing serious. Just a little problem with one of the boys, is all. Tell Bruce I’ll be at the Lambeth later.’

‘I will.’ She scribbled a note to remind herself. ‘And thanks for this.’

‘You’re welcome. I like things to go to a good home.’

He turned to leave and Franny asked: ‘Charlie, how bad is the problem?’

He smiled and his ice-blue eyes seemed to darken. Franny remembered some of the stories she had heard about Chas from his younger days and suppressed a shudder.

‘Nothing I can’t take care of,’ he said.

They drove up the M1 in the Rover, with the lanky form of Gordon Goody behind the wheel. Bruce Reynolds had turned up dressed in flat-fronted checked trousers and a Lanvin sweater over a pastel Dare & Dolphin shirt, managing to make both Tony – in his Dunn’s sheepskin, and Goody, in his trademark long black coat – look dowdy.

The Rover’s V8 happily pulled them to 90mph, effortlessly passing the Hillmans, A30s and Morris Minors plodding up the middle lane. The Rover had a Smith’s Radiomobile that was audible even over the tyre noise the big car generated at close to the ton. Saturday Club was on, with Eden Kane, but Bruce switched to the Home Service.

‘“Forget Me Not”, indeed,’ he said, naming the singer’s signature tune. ‘Chance’d be a fine thing.’ He swivelled round in the front seat. ‘You seen that film Too Late Blues?’

Tony said he hadn’t.

‘Good movie. About a jazz man. Bobby Darin’s in it and . . . that little fella, you know who I mean. Played Johnny Staccato on the box.’

‘John Cassavetes,’ grunted Gordy.

‘Blimey,’ said Bruce, looking across at the big man with a puzzled expression. ‘When did you turn into Dilys Powell?’

Gordy just grinned.

‘Anyway, that’s who Roy reminds me of. He’s not a big bloke, but intense. Committed. Know what I mean?’

‘Yeah.’ Although Tony had no real idea what he was talking about.

The M1, touted as the Highway to Birmingham, actually fell short of the city, ending in Northamptonshire. Their speed dropped as they came off the motorway and hit the A road, and Tony settled down in the leather of the rear seat and nodded off, just as Bruce retuned to Eamonn Andrews and Sports Parade and began to fret about Chelsea’s new season in the second division, hoping they could bounce back up. As an Arsenal fan, Tony was used to disappointing Saturdays, although it hadn’t yet come down to the ignominy of relegation. But the Gunners had never been the same since Tom Whittaker died in 1956. Now there was a manager . . .

‘Oi, Tony – Sleepy Bollocks. We’re here.’

He pushed himself up the seat, unmussed his hair and rubbed his eyes clear. He looked at the clock on the dashboard. Out for almost an hour. They were on a B road now, in a short queue behind an MGA, a Morris Oxford and one of the brand new Ford Cortinas, which Tony hadn’t had a chance to drive yet.

At the head of this line, a young lad in a duffel coat was collecting the five shillings entry and parking fee. Next to him was a large sign telling them they were about to enter War Department property. Then a board proclaiming that this was RAF Hemswell, home to No 97 (SM) Squadron. Someone had scrawled the letters CND across the sign and underneath Yanks Go Home. There was, indeed, a US flag fluttering over the gate, indicating that USAAF personnel were deployed on the base. Tony had done his miserable National Service in the RAF. He knew what all this meant.

‘I thought we were going to see a race?’ he said.

‘We are,’ Bruce replied.

‘What, an arms race?’

Gordy edged forward in the line as the Cortina drove into the site and then turned to look at Tony. ‘What you mean?’

‘Don’t you two ever read the front of the papers? This is a bloody nuclear missile base.’




Two


Holland’s Gym, Elephant and Castle, 
South London, September 1962


Charlie Wilson counted the repetitions as he crunched his biceps with the twenty-pound dumbbells. He’d been doing the same routine for six months now, and although he wasn’t yet Steve Reeves, he could see the difference in his physique. It was harder, leaner. Old Man Levy had been forced to let out the chest of his latest suit jacket, and allow more material in the sleeves so Charlie could flex his arms. Now, when he walked into the Mayflower or Donovan’s, he could feel the dip in the volume of the conversation as the mugs looked him over. He’d always had a reputation, usually backed up with blades or a revolver. Now he didn’t feel he needed anything other than his bare hands to make his point. He was even fitter than when he’d fought bare-knuckle with the pikeys in Barnet, and he’d been bloody hard to put down then.

Lately, he had built a fitness room in the shed at home in Clapham. His wife Pat joked he must be training for the  Tokyo Olympics. He was training, that was true, but not for any athletics. With a new house, three kids and a wife, never mind the cars, clubs and the clothes to support, he needed more money than ever. That’s what he was in training for.

Although he had the home gym, it did him good to get out from under Pat’s feet during the day and he liked Danny Holland’s place. Danny had the best equipment, some of it Jack LaLanne from the States, as well as the standard punch-bags and speedballs of boxing. Charlie relished the satisfying smack of leather on leather when they were used by a pro, loved the smell of liniment and sweat that was missing from his domestic set-up. But when he put down the dumbbells and wiped his face, all was quiet. There were no grunts, groans or thrown punches because there were no other clients. Danny had booked him an hour clear, all to himself.

He heard the thud of footfall on the stairs. The heavier tread would be Ray Cauli, so-called because of the pair of misshapen ears bracketing his head that testified to a long but not very illustrious boxing career, sometimes in the ring but mostly in the field at the gash fights at Epsom and Epping Forest. The softer sound would be Derek, the lad Ray was ‘escorting’ to the meeting.

Charlie stood up off the bench, put his foot on it, retied his Lonsdales and fetched himself a glass of water from the sink. At their meeting at the Lambeth Walk pub, Bruce had given him a free hand on this. It was Charlie who had brought the job to Bruce, but, as always, it was Bruce who had taken it and shaped it from crude concept to a workable plan. When, over pints of bitter, Charlie had told Bruce about Derek, however, he had deferred to him. ‘Do what you think is appropriate,’ Bruce had said. Just do it when I am not around was the second, unspoken part of the sentence.

The two men entered the second-floor gym puffing and wheezing. Derek had on a shiny Levy Tonik mohair suit and Cecil Gee Italian suede shoes. They all did now. The first bit of money in their pockets, they copied the boss and went to Levy in Whitechapel for their first taste of Dormeuil. That was why, on Bruce’s advice, Charlie had decided to take his custom from Levy to Dougie Millings on Old Compton Street, Soho. Dougie dressed pop stars like Billy Fury and Wee Willie Harris, making silly stage outfits, but he could also produce the genuine article. And Charlie wasn’t going to shout about who made his stuff this time. Let them find their own bleedin’ tailors.

‘Charlie,’ Derek squeaked when he had his breath back, nerves taking his voice up the octaves. ‘Ray here said you wanted to see me.’

Charlie rose to his full height. He had on a black Everlast vest and shorts. When he crossed his arms, he knew the biceps bulged impressively. He crossed his arms.

‘Nice to see you suited and booted. I approve. But a bit out of condition, aren’t you, Derek? Too many Woodbines?’

‘No, I’m all right, Charlie. Straight up.’ Derek had just turned twenty, making him a decade younger than Charlie, and he still had the pipe-cleaner thinness of a teenager. He was from that generation who were lucky enough to have just missed National Service. Or unlucky. Charlie had met some who claimed they had learned all they ever needed to know about thieving in the Army.

Charlie slapped the wooden bench. ‘Stamina, that’s what you need. Lie down here. No, no, serious. Don’t worry, you won’t mess up your whistle. Here, let me take the jacket. Nice shirt. Turnbull and Asser? Oh, Woodall’s. Nice, that is. ’Ere, lie down.’

He threw the jacket across the room and it landed in a heap near the entrance.

Ray Cauli stood and watched impassively as Charlie laid the youngster prone on the padded wooden bench. Derek had begun sweating, moisture glistening on his upper lip. ‘What ’ave I done, Charlie?’

‘Nothing. Yet. But we’ll sort you out. Ray, give us a hand, will you? Pass me that barbell and the weights.’ He looked back down at a parchment-pale Derek. ‘We’ll work the chest first.’

Between them Ray and Charlie made a pyramid of the various weights that could be slid onto the steel shaft of the barbell.

‘What’s on it now?’ Charlie asked himself. ‘Sixty pounds. There you are. Take it. Go on, my son, take it. Arms straight. There we are. How’s that feel?’

Derek grunted.

‘I’ll loosen your tie for you. There. How’s that?’

‘Fine.’

‘Good. Now bend the arms and push it up again. Go on, like that. Let’s do ten.’ A tremor ran through Derek’s arms as he lowered the bar to his chest then straightened them again. They all knew it wasn’t the weight that was causing the shaking. ‘Come on, nine to go.’

Charlie stood back and appraised him, as if he were a genuine protégé. ‘Three, two . . . one. Easy? OK, let’s put a few more pounds on. Keep the arms locked.’ He nodded to Ray and they selected a forty-pound disc each and slid it onto the stock. Derek let out something between a groan and a squeal.

‘Ten.’

‘I can’t, Charlie—’

‘TEN!’

As Derek struggled with the raises, his eyes screwed shut, Charlie leaned in close and bent at the waist. ‘You know what I hate most in this life, Derek?’

‘No, Charlie.’

‘Yes, you do. Think. Seven to go.’

‘Coppers?’

Charlie jutted out his lower lip in approval. ‘Not a bad guess. Bent coppers, that is. How can you respect a man who’ll turn a blind eye for a fiver or a tenner? Why are they better than us?’ He paused, as if thinking what tortures should befall such people. ‘But no, that’s not what I hate most. Not coppers, bent or otherwise. Three . . . two . . . one more, you can do it, me old china. Right, keep it up. I said keep it UP. Arms straight, you fuckin’ cunt.’

Derek’s arms wobbled even more at this last spittle-rich outburst, but he managed to lock the elbows, although the barbell began to swing in an arc, like an inverted pendulum.

‘No, Derek, what I hate most in this world is a grass.’

Charlie could tell from the whimper that escaped Derek’s mouth, and the fact that he now had the complexion of a maggot, that he was going to piss himself or worse any minute. Turkish Delight, all over his nice new Bowl of Fruit.

‘Charlie, I ain’t—’

‘Even worse than greasy coppers.’ He indicated to Ray and they loaded up another disc each and slotted them onto the shaft. It was nudging two hundred pounds now. Charlie could have taken it; the lad couldn’t. ‘Grasses are scum. Wouldn’t you say so?’

There were stains spreading under the arms of the Woodall’s shirt, so big and dark that Charlie doubted you’d ever get the stink of fear from it. The barbell was clattering as the unsecured weights banged against each other.

‘Yes, Charlie, you’re right but I ain’t no grass.’

Charlie stared down at him. Derek had forced himself to open his eyes so he could plead with them.

Charlie silently counted to ten. ‘No, Derek. You’re no grass.’Cause grasses are Judases. They should be drowned at birth. If I thought you were a grass, I would have just wrung your fuckin’ neck, here and now, and have done with it.’

The relief at hearing this was so great that Derek’s poor, tortured muscles gave out. Charlie caught the barbell just before it cracked into the lad’s sternum. He held onto it and rolled it over the chest until it rested against Derek’s throat. ‘What you are, you sack of shit, is a loudmouth.’

Derek’s windpipe was being crushed so he couldn’t really reply. He did manage to shake his head a fraction of an inch either way.

‘Oh yes you are, Derek. A fuckin’ big cakehole on legs – isn’t he, Ray? Ray just nodded, Derek. I could get Sid the Coalman to put a hundredweight of nutty slack down that black hole of a gob and there’d still be room for me to reach in and pull your lungs out.’

Charlie lifted the barbell slightly, easing the pressure. When Derek spoke, the voice was raw, sandpapered. ‘I swear I ain’t said anything out of turn.’

‘Oh no? Look, I know what it’s like. You walk in an’ they know you’re with me, so you get served first, before the mugs. You get an extra on the house. You get the girls too, don’t you? Works wonders. Well, maybe not in your case, you skinny little fucker. But even you would get a half-hour with the Gobble Twins, once they knew you were my boy. I accept that. We all start as privates, don’t we? And we take whatever perks we can. I mean, what does Bruce say? We’re in it for the three Cs: cars, cunt and cash, but not always in that  order. But you, Derek, had to go one further. You tell people you don’t just know Charlie Wilson, do a bit of work for him on the fruit at Covent Garden or Spitalfields now and then, but more than that, you know what Charlie is up to. Can’t say too much, eh? Nod and wink. But it involves an airport.’

Charlie let the full weight of the barbell fall onto the throat, holding it there for a second while Derek struggled to push it away. The cold-sick colour of his face darkened as his oxygen supply plummeted. He coughed when Charlie finally lifted the steel away from his bruised flesh.

‘Now, Charlie is doing a bank, OK? Well, not OK but not a disaster. A Post Office. Fine as far as it goes. I mean, nobody knows which Post Office, do they? But how many London airports are there, Derek? I mean real airports that handle gold and money and freight?’

Derek replied in a tremulous voice. ‘One.’

‘ONE! Fuckin’ right. One. That narrows it down for any grasses earwiggin’, doesn’t it? One. Take the money or open the box, Derek?’

Derek’s pupils darted left and right nervously. He didn’t know what to say.

‘What’s that? Box thirteen, you say? Let’s see what’s in Box thirteen. Oh dear. The booby prize.’ Charlie changed his tone, letting some more menace creep into it as he lifted the barbell off Derek. ‘You are going to fuck off out of my sight. And I mean out of it. No more suits from my tailors. No more suck-offs from the Gobble Twins. If I walk into a boozer and you’re there, you walk out. You don’t even finish your drink. Understand?’

‘Yes, Charlie—’

‘Mr Wilson!’ he barked.

‘Yes, Mr Wilson.’

‘And if, after a year, I haven’t seen your face or heard your name, then maybe we’ll think again. Won’t we?’

‘Yes, Mr Wilson.’

‘Get him out of here, Ray. I’m going to do some punchbag work.’

Ray yanked Derek to his feet. The youth made to say something, but Ray clipped him smartly around the back of his head. Charlie was busy tying on the gloves, no longer even aware that Derek was in the room. It was over. And as Ray would tell Derek later, he’d got off very lightly indeed. The guv’nor must be going soft.




Three

RAF Hemswell, Lincolnshire, October 1962

The three-minute warning siren sounded, its hideous cry carried, appropriately enough, by the wind from the east that came across the North Sea and then blew unimpeded over the flatlands of Lincolnshire. Every man and woman on the base momentarily froze as the wail gathered its breath, rising to a full scream. All but the very youngest had the sound of sirens cauterised into their brains, either from the early days of the Blitz, the later, more insidious threats of V1s and V2s, or, in recent years, the pointless Civil Defence exercises.

Roy James scanned the sky, hoping, if these were indeed the final minutes of his life, to see the sleek silver English Electric Lightnings of the RAF powering north to meet the bombers, intent on revenge for the millions who would die. The sky remained unsullied, however, apart from a lone Vickers Viscount rowing between the thin cumulus. Instead, the siren faltered and died. A test.

What a place to stage a race, he thought. But there was a keen karting club on the base, run by a kid called Mike  Lawrence, and driving between missile silos did, Roy had to admit, add a certain sense of extra danger to the proceedings.

He folded his slender frame into his kart, checking straps and connections as he did so. There was a tap on his helmet and he looked up into the grinning face of little Mickey Ball.

‘Your fan club is here,’ Mickey said, pointing at the sparse crowd of spectators.

Roy picked out the towering shape of Gordon Goody, in his long leather Gestapo-style coat; next to him the willowy Bruce Reynolds, aka the Colonel, fussing with his shirt collar, as dandy-ish as ever. Completing the trio was a third man Roy didn’t recognise. He wasn’t short, being five ten or eleven, but he looked it next to the other two. The stranger was about Roy’s age – younger than Bruce and Gordy – with fairish hair and a frown, as if he wasn’t quite sure what he was doing there.

A distorted voice came over the Tannoy system. ‘Engines, gentlemen, please.’


Roy knew what the visit from Bruce and Goody meant. About half a million quid, with a bit of luck.

Goodbye Italkart, hello Brabham.

Strapping himself in, Roy lowered his visor and gave the signal for Mickey to kick the Bultaco into life.




Four


Comet House, Heathrow Airport, West London, 
October 1962


As he washed his hands for the fifth time, Ronald ‘Buster’ Edwards wondered why he had ever agreed to get involved with this malarkey. Sometimes you did it for the laugh, for the buzz, for the sheer hell of it. And sometimes it was just for the money. But he didn’t need money, not at that moment. The club was doing OK. However, when they were putting a firm together, it was hard to say no to that little wave of excitement – euphoria, even – that swept through your brain and made your stomach fizz like it was filled with best bubbly. And there was always the fear that next time, they wouldn’t ask you at all. What’s more, he had to be honest with himself. Running a drinking den was fine – but it was also on the dreary side, a life oddly becalmed, waiting for a seductive wind to fill its sails. And right now Bruce, Charlie and Gordy were blowing a gale through his rigging.

A tall, thin-faced man in a pinstriped suit came into the Gents, gave him a sharp glance and Buster smiled. ‘Mornin’.’  ‘Good morning,’ came the frosty reply. The man hesitated, as if he was going to ask Buster what his business was on the third floor, but his bowels got the better of him. He slipped into a cubicle, and Buster heard the lock slide across and the ping of braces.

Buster looked out of the window at the graceful Air France Caravelle coming in to land. It made him think he’d like to be on one of the sleek jetliners, heading to Paris or Cannes. Bruce had told him so much about Monte Carlo and Nice, he felt as if he’d been there already, experienced the Mediterranean sun on his face. The way the Colonel told it, it’d been like Cary Grant in To Catch A Thief down there, with Roy and Mickey as his sidekicks. Except, unlike Cary’s character, Bruce hadn’t retired.

Buster realised he had been so distracted by thoughts of the Riviera, he hadn’t noticed the blue armoured van that had left the Barclays Bank that was just visible down the road and was now heading for the entrance to the airport and on to Comet House.

Quickly rolling down the sleeves of the pinstriped suit he was wearing, he checked his appearance in the mirror – putting on a bit of weight round the chin there, Ronald – and slotted the bowler hat onto his head. He almost burst out laughing, thinking he looked more like Bernie Winters in a sketch than a City gent. The lavatory flushed in the closet behind him and Buster grabbed the folded umbrella he had left dangling from one of the sinks and hurried out to the lift, almost knocking over the lavatory attendant, who had been on his break, as he did so.

At first, Buster thought he’d bollocked it with his daydreaming: the entrance lobby to Comet House was empty, but two receptionists were behind the desk. It was a shift  changeover, the blazered young man taking over from the woman in the blue blouse. Good, he’d prefer it to be a man. No qualms about a little touch of cosh action there. Buster could see the dark shape of the van parked outside, but no sign of the bank guards. Perhaps, he fretted, they had already passed through.

Also outside, thirty feet back from the van that had travelled from Barclays, was a Ford Zephyr 6 police car, its roof light flashing lazily.

He remembered what Charlie had told him, not to break step no matter what happened. As he approached the conventional exit to the left of the revolving door, he was relieved to see two men emerge from the far side of the van. Each was carrying a metal strongbox, which they heaved onto a steel trolley. Their actions were observed by a supervisor with a clipboard. The men repeated this procedure, so there were four hefty boxes in place. Then they looked around, nodded to the waiting policemen to show all seemed in order, and wheeled the conveyance towards the lobby. Buster hesitated as he came face to face with the guards, with the glass door between them.

He grabbed the handle, jerked the door open and said loudly in his best, mellifluous Leslie Phillips voice: ‘After you, gentlemen.’

One of the security men muttered his thanks and the duo trundled the trolley through en route to the BOAC vault in the basement. Buster could tell from the effort it took to overcome the inertia of the steel cart that the metal boxes must be full. Maybe the old bastard who was their informant had been right. Perhaps there was half a million quid in there. He felt the Moët gurgling in his stomach already as he strode through the door to the outside.

As he left the building, he raised his bowler to the policemen in the Zephyr pulling away from the kerb. The fact that one of them saluted him almost caused Buster Edwards to wet himself with laughter. They’re just asking for it, he thought. Just asking for it.




Five

RAF Hemswell, Lincolnshire, October 1962

Tony Fortune had always thought Go-Karts faintly ridiculous, like dodgems freed from their overhead electric grid and sent round the track. That day at the missile base changed his mind for good. As the flag dropped on Roy James’s race, the field of cars seemed to bunch together like a flock of starlings, and began to weave in the same way, as if one organic unit. The noise of the 200cc engines and the stench of oil, rubber and petrol was exhilarating. Unlike at Goodwood or Silverstone, the drivers – alarmingly vulnerable on their tiny chariots – flashed by feet away from the spectators. The physicality of wrestling with such a small yet potent machine was all too apparent as they approached the first bend.

‘Those Go-Karts got limited slip diffs?’ he shouted to Bruce.

‘Don’t let Roy hear you call them that. They’re karts, not Go-Karts.’

‘Why?’

‘He says it’s like calling every racing car a Vanwall or a  Cooper. Go-Kart is just another make, so he reckons. Anyway, it upsets him – and I don’t want him upset. There are no diffs at all though, not limited or otherwise. If you want to corner tight, you have to lift one of the rear wheels. If you get it wrong . . .’

As if to demonstrate his point, one of the karts drifted wide, catching the rear of another; it spun out in a cloud of dust and an explosion of hay as it crashed into the bales.

The mass of men and machines began to pull apart as they came into the second lap, with four drivers breaking away from the pack. Tony didn’t have to ask which one was Roy. He was the one in third place throwing the machine into the dogleg between the missile silos with one rear tyre spinning in thin air. There looked to be a good ten inches of space between rubber and track.

‘Jesus, he’s going to overcook it, isn’t he?’ Tony muttered.

‘Wouldn’t be the first time, mate,’ said Gordy.

‘How many laps?’

‘Ten,’ replied Bruce.

The field began to stretch out, the initial solid wall of engine noise devolving into the buzz of individual machines. Roy was still third, but he was slipstreaming the kart in front, so close that Tony thought they must be touching. It was a risky strategy, because if Roy didn’t match his opponent’s braking exactly, he could end up going over the top of the man in front.

Gordy detached himself and came back with three teas, all of them heavily sugared, and a Mars Bar each.

Roy made his move on the fourth lap, just as he approached their position, seemingly moving directly sideways, and taking not only the second man, but rejoining his line in front of number one. The former leader braked as he saw Roy was  about to tangle with his front wheels, and the number two and three made contact. The pair of them pirouetted together, off into the grass on the inside of the track. Angry, frustrated fists were raised as the dustcloud settled, but the damage was done. Roy James was now in the lead, where he looked set to remain.

Bruce put his tea in the crook of his arm and applauded. ‘See, stunts like that may not be what you always want in a racing driver.’ He shook his head in admiration. ‘But in a wheel-man . . . fuckin’ gold dust.’

Roy was examining his silver trophy as he walked up to Bruce, Gordy and Tony. He held it up to show them. ‘I could knock out a better one than this during the fuckin’ potter’s wheel interlude,’ he sneered.

‘I didn’t say’, said Bruce to Tony, ‘that Roy here fancies himself as a regular whatsisname. The one who made the eggs.’

‘Fabergé,’ said Roy.

‘Yeah, Fabergé. Roy’s clever, see. When he did his borstal he learned silversmithing. Not like the rest of us. We learned fuck all.’ Bruce looked at Gordy. ‘Well, how to blow a peter maybe.’ Then he stood back and pointed at each man in turn. ‘Tony Fortune. Roy James.’

They shook hands. ‘Nice driving,’ said Tony, and meant it.

Roy grunted his thanks.

‘Tony here can get us what we want,’ Bruce went on.

‘Oh yeah?’ Roy asked, his voice laced with disbelief. ‘Mark Twos?’

Tony nodded. ‘Any preference on what model?’

‘The three point four,’ Roy said firmly, accepting a fresh tea off Gordy and taking a sip. ‘Bloody hell, Gordy, how much Harry Tate you spoon in there?’

‘Put hairs on your chest.’

‘And on my tongue.’ He looked over his shoulder, where the Class 1s were about to begin a rolling start.

‘Why the three point four?’ Tony asked. ‘The three point eight is faster.’

‘Yeah, ’course it is. And it’s the same lump, just with a bigger rad and oil cooler. But somehow, the balance is all wrong. And the power output isn’t as even; there’s a good chance of wheelspin, especially on those Dunlops they fit. The three point four is a sweeter engine, gets the power down much more smoothly.’ He shrugged. ‘That’s what I think anyway.’

‘Well, you’ll be the one driving it,’ Tony said. ‘Anything else?’

‘I really like the metallic blue that Jaguar does,’ said Roy with a smile. ‘One of them in that colour would be handy.’

Tony nodded again. ‘OK, Roy, a three point four Mark Two Jaguar in metallic blue. Leave it to me.’

The Class 1 karts came up to the start line, the flag dropped and, in a cloud of two-stroke, the angry buzzing of competition began again. ‘I got another race after this, boys,’ Roy told them. ‘See you later.’

After Roy had left, Bruce said, ‘I told you he was particular. There’s one other thing he doesn’t know about though, another mod.’

‘What’s that?’ asked Gordy. ‘A gun turret?’

Bruce stroked his chin as if he were actually considering it before breaking into a grin. ‘No, more’s the pity.’ He turned to Tony. ‘Just make sure you lose the back seats.’




Six

From the Daily Sketch, 16 October 1962


ACTOR LAMENTS LOSS OF ‘PRIDE AND JOY’

TV’s Peter Gunn, the American actor Craig Stevens, last night appealed for the return of his metallic-blue 3.4 Mk 2 Jaguar. The luxury saloon was taken from outside his home on Eaton Square, where he is renting a house with his wife Alexis, on Tuesday night. ‘The car was a welcome-to-London present from Lew Grade,’ said the actor. ‘I have only had it a few weeks and it is my pride and joy.’ Mr Stevens, who played private detective Peter Gunn for a hundred episodes of the series, is in England to film Man of the World, his new thriller programme, for Mr Grade. A reward of a hundred pounds has been offered for the safe recovery of the Jaguar.






Seven


New Scotland Yard, Central London, 
October 1962


Detective Constable William Naughton never did discover who put his name in the Flying Squad’s ‘book’ at Scotland Yard. Whenever their peripatetic approach to crime took them to an outlying district, the Squad detectives were encouraged to keep an eye out for any likely prospects among the officers there. Names were logged back at New Scotland Yard – The Big House – and enquiries then made of DIs as to the subject’s suitability for moving up a league.

Billy Naughton, like every other plainclothes copper, knew this. So whenever a unit of the Squad came to his station at Lucan Place, Chelsea, the young DC made sure he helped wherever he could, from taking fingerprints to pointing the blokes to the right pub for an after-hours drink. He’d been stuck as an Aide to CID for two years when he was called in to see his DI. ‘Whose arse have you had your tongue up?’ the latter had enquired with a grin. ‘Some fucking blind and deaf idiot on the Flying Squad has asked for you.’

Whoever had written in the book that he ‘showed promise’, Naughton thanked him every time he walked into the shabby Squad room at New Scotland Yard on the Embankment. The rectangular space was dominated by the rows of desks where the eight teams did their paperwork. Along one wall was a bank of telephone booths. The air was rich with cigarette smoke, stale sweat, foul language and jokes in questionable taste. But to Billy it smelled sweeter than roses.

Naughton’s first task was to check in with the Duty Sergeant, see what was in the message book and which outstanding warrants needed typing up. But there was always a small pause after he entered where he looked around the smoke-filled room – much of it Old Holborn generated by a couple of dedicated pipe-puffers – at the group of men, The Big House’s finest, and almost pinched himself, unable to believe he was one of the elite. The tricky part, he knew, was staying in it.

DS Len ‘Duke’ Haslam, his face all sharp lines and widow’s peak, threw a thumbs-up in greeting. He’d earned his nickname from his spot-on impersonation of John Wayne. He was able to nail it all, from the lazy drawl to the rolling gait, and he claimed to have seen The Alamo six times. Duke was the senior partner in their two-man team, assigned to show Billy the ropes. Unlike many others clobbered with a rookie, Duke didn’t mind having a fledgling to nurse. Although only in his early thirties, Len believed in traditional coppering – and that included being free with your knowledge.

‘DC Naughton! Line Four.’

The operator’s deep baritone boomed over the hubbub of conversation. Naughton raised a hand in acknowledgement  and crossed to the battered booth. Like all of them, its walls were defaced by hastily scribbled numbers and names, some of them going back twenty years, and the cubicle not only stank of fags, but there seemed to be lingering undertones of whisky-breath too. He wondered if Bill Cunningham, a DS notorious for his DTs, had been using the telephone before him.

‘Naughton, Flying Squad.’

‘You love saying that, don’t you, you smug cunt? Naughton, Flying Squad, oh and possessor of the biggest cock in Scotland Yard. And the biggest head.’

Naughton laughed. ‘Hello, Stanley, what got your goat?’

Harold ‘Stanley’ Matthews had gone through police training at Hendon with Billy Naughton. They had boxed together and played football, later on opposing teams when they ended up in different districts. Naughton though, had slipped ahead in the promotion race, with Matthews trailing behind. Stanley was now an Aide to CID at Chelsea, his old job. Billy Naughton had never let on that he had recommended him to his DI before he left Chelsea, was the one who had got him out of uniform, away from the dullness of Brentford.

‘Been on Early Turn. Got here at five-thirty. You lads swan in at . . . what time is it? Bleedin’ nine o’clock gone. You lot think villains punch-in those hours?’

Naughton laughed. ‘Most of the villains I know don’t get up till midday – don’t even know there are two eleven o’clocks in a day. How’s Chelsea?’

Stanley dropped the pretence of irritation. ‘Good. I’m on the footie team already. And bagged a police flat off Holland Park. Hayley is well chuffed. Well, mostly.’

Billy Naughton knew Hayley, Stanley’s young wife, and liked her, but like most non-Force wives, she didn’t fully understand The Job. He was glad he hadn’t been saddled with a missus yet. He had quickly discovered what a hindrance they were to ambitious Squad officers.

‘Hayley will have to get used to the fact that there’s a bit more to do after-hours than Brentford,’ he said. Whereas the suburbs had very little nightlife, Chelsea was full of pubs, clubs, not to mention celebrities. You couldn’t throw a stone down the King’s Road without hitting an actor or an artist or a pop star.

‘Just a little. And it’s more interesting. We had this bird in yesterday,’ Stanley went on. ‘She was a bit of a looker, demanding we arrest her boyfriend for pulling out her pubic hair. To prove it—’

Naughton laughed as he interrupted. ‘She hoiked up her dress and showed you the evidence. They sent her to you, did they?’

There was a heartbeat of a pause before realisation dawned at the other end of the line. ‘Oh, fuck.’

‘Don’t worry, she’ll come round again and you can point some other green sod at her and snigger as he writes up the report.’

There was a tap on his shoulder from Duke. He mouthed the words ‘Boss wants to see you,’ and Naughton felt his stomach cramp.

Ernie Millen, the head of the Squad, always found time to keep an eye on the new lads. Rumour had it he gave you three months to show you had what it took – perseverance, an instinct for villainy and a decent sense of humour – to stay with the Squad. Millen and his trap-faced deputy Frank Williams were the ones who decided which new bloods should  get a permanent place in the room. There was one trait that Williams prized above all else: the ability to ‘bring in the work’ by being proactive, using informants or dangling bait in front of suspected villains. And as it was common knowledge that Williams had the casting vote as to whether an apprentice had made his number and stayed in the Squad or was quietly transferred out, it was a good idea to ‘get some in’, as they said.

‘I gotta go, Stanley. Glad it’s all tickety-boo.’

‘That’s not why I called, mate. I remembered what you said, about keeping a note of villains’ favourite wheels. Well, yesterday we went to Eaton Square. Car been nicked. We made a fuss ’cause of whose it was, this actor bloke. A Yank. But anyway, the car they took was a three point four Jag. Metallic blue. Only about a thousand miles on the clock. You always said to follow the motors, didn’t you?’

Naughton found himself nodding, even though he had borrowed the phrase from a DI at Acton.

‘Billy? You there?’

‘Yeah. Sorry, I was just thinking.’ Just thinking that according to the OB – the Occurrences Book – another Jag had been taken in Savile Row, just down the road from West End Central police station, the cheeky buggers. Some poor bastard – well, not cash-poor obviously – being measured up at Anderson & Shepherd had come out to find his wheels missing. A 3.4 Mark 2. Burgundy. Also showroom-fresh. ‘Thanks, Stanley.’

‘Well, just returning the favour, mate.’

‘Yeah. Cheers.’ What favour? He must have found out about him putting a word in. Maybe Stanley wanted Naughton to repeat the exercise at the Squad. Well, it was too early for that. Naughton hadn’t got his own feet under  the table yet, and here he was being summoned to see Millen. He rang off, thanked the operator in his cubbyhole, and threaded between the desks, thinking he might just have a bone for The Boss to chew on.




Eight

Fortess Road, North London, October 1962

‘What the fuckin’ hell are these?’

Tony Fortune looked up from his cornflakes, sucking a stray one off his lip as he did so. Marie was standing in the doorway to the kitchen of the flat they rented in Tufnell Park, dangling his set of twirlers.

He shrugged. ‘Just some bunch of keys from the garage.’

She tossed them onto the pine table.

‘Oi. You’ll scratch it.’ He moved the keys onto the Daily Mirror, with its cover photograph of Oswald Mosley, who had caused a riot addressing his Union Movement. Nasty old fascist.

Marie walked in and leaned over the table. She was dressed in the dark jacket and skirt she wore to work at the Midland Bank. She stabbed at the enormous ring of keys of various shapes and sizes.

‘Twirlers.’

Well, it was true there were some skeleton keys among them, but most were legitimate. ‘You know what it’s like. People always losing their keys and need the car opening.’

‘And people always need cars “opening” when the owner’s not about.’ She blew out her cheeks, making the freckles stand out even more. Marie had long red hair and the palest of skins that betrayed her Irish roots. Her enormous, extended family was in the business – the ducking and diving business – working the north-west of England. She had deliberately distanced herself from them – apart from her brother Geoff, who turned up like a bad penny every few months for a handout – but she had been around enough car thieves to recognise a professional key-set when she saw one.

When they had met, at a dance in Kilburn, she had known who Tony was and what he was. A ringer. A man who took stolen cars and turned them into something else: unrecognisable, untraceable stolen cars. In order to move the relationship on, he had been forced to renounce the ringing game. It was something he had never regretted, not really. But it had its moments, which you couldn’t say about running a showroom in Warren Street.

Marie had her hands on her hips, her ‘fierce’ pose. ‘There are coppers who would arrest you just for having those things.’

‘There are coppers who will arrest you for being in possession of a tongue in your head,’ Tony shot back. ‘It’s a regular tool of the trade.’

‘What are you up to, Tony?’

‘What do you think I’m up to?’

‘What am I supposed to think when you come home at all hours stinking of thinners?’

He laughed at that. The splashes of cellulose thinners on him were legit. He’d been respraying a Standard van for a local joinery firm. ‘I’m not at it,’ he said with all the conviction he could muster.

‘Because I have a job in a bank now,’ she reminded him. ‘But how long do you think I’d keep it if they thought my old man had friends who were partial to the balaclava.’ She rubbed her stomach. ‘Look what you’ve done.’

She walked over to the old-fashioned metal kitchen unit, pulled down the drawer and rummaged for some Alka-Seltzer. ‘You give me indigestion. I shouldn’t wonder if I’ve an ulcer.’

He stood up, crossed over and put his arms around her. She let a hand rest on his crotch, saying, ‘I swear if you go bogey on me I’ll pull it off.’

He turned away from her slightly, just in case she was considering a warning shot across the bollocks. ‘You really know how to win a man’s heart.’ He kissed her neck.

‘I can still smell the thinners.’

‘I’ll cover it up with a splash of Old Spice.’

‘Not now, Tony.’ She moved his arms aside with that practised combination of sharp elbows and a quick wiggle that women perfected at an early age. ‘One of us has a real job.’

‘So have I.’

‘How many cars you sold recently?’

Tony bristled. ‘As it goes . . .’ He pulled the roll of notes from his pocket, undid the elastic band, and let the cash flutter onto the linoleum floor.

‘What’s all this?’ She knelt down and he could see her stocking-tops. He didn’t bother to help as she gathered up the five-pound notes. She was laughing as she did so, until she realised how much there was. The laughter died and the smile faded soon after. ‘What’s this from, Tony? It’s a—’

He waited for her to make a joke on their surname. None came. This was no laughing matter.

‘A quick turnaround yesterday,’ he lied. ‘Car came in, gave him a ton for it. Customer walks in half an hour later. Cash on the nose.’

‘What car?’

He hesitated, sticking as close to the truth as he dared. ‘Some nice old Jag.’

She stood up and handed him the sheaf of notes. He wrapped the band around it again. ‘Can’t have been that old. There’s a hundred and fifty quid profit there.’

‘Give or take.’

Her eyes flashed with amusement. ‘A hundred and fifty dead. I count that stuff all day long, remember. You sure it’s bona?’

‘As my dick is long.’

She slapped his shoulder. ‘Don’t be crude.’ He could see she was already thinking about what the cash could buy. A refrigerator. A decent television. A holiday.

‘Sure we can squeeze a meal at the Carousel out of it.’

She smoothed down her skirt and straightened her jacket. In one deft movement she tied her hair back and became every inch the severe bank cashier. ‘I have to go. Love you.’

‘When I give you money.’

A smirk. ‘Take it or leave it.’

The guilt at lying only kicked in after she had gone, while Tony made himself a fresh pot of tea. Well, it was a one-off. Just repaying a favour. There was no way on God’s earth that Tony Fortune was going to get involved in any tickle for Bruce Reynolds, that was for sure.

They had ringed the two Jags in part of a disused bus garage in Camden, not far from the Met’s Stolen Car Squad at Chalk Farm. Tony didn’t do much apart from changing the plates  and swapping the vehicle ID plates over. He also put a Webasto sunroof in the burgundy model, which would throw anyone looking for the original car, and changed the wire wheels on the metallic-blue one for regular steel disc wheels. He could sell on the wires, no problem.

Mickey Ball ventured up north to help drive the cars south from Camden to where Roy wanted them – in Battersea, within walking distance of his garage and the shop where he sold antique silverware. He and Tony took different routes. It didn’t do to be going around in convoy, just in case some copper put Mk 2 and Mk 2 together and got a sniff of something.
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