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‘For I ain’t, you must know,’ said Betty, ‘much of a hand at reading writing-hand, though I can read my Bible and most print. And I do love a newspaper. You mightn’t think it, but Sloppy is a beautiful reader of a newspaper. He do the Police in different voices.’


Charles Dickens, Our Mutual Friend
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Immediate Action Drill
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Billy’s hand rested against the trunk of a tree.


The tree was damp.


He felt along the ridges of bark.


Damp. Warm.


He sniffed his fingers. They smelt of piss.


Human piss.


He looked down. At the base of the tree wet moss bubbled.


He turned to the men behind him. A four-man Reconnaissance Patrol. Tony Wardell, Ronnie Allen, Chin Ho, their SEP tracker, and himself. Billy Porter, Service Number 32265587. Acting Corporal, Section Leader. Lance Jack. Not bad for a conscript. Drafted into National Service straight from Youth Detention. 1st Battalion of the Queen’s Own Royal West Kent Regiment. Basic Training at Mill Hill and Canterbury. He found the discipline easy compared to borstal.


He caught the eyes of the rest of the patrol. Everybody froze.


He sniffed again. The sharp tang of urine cut through the funk of jungle humidity and he caught something else in his nostrils. A whiff of exhaled smoke. The unmistakable smell of Chinese cigarettes.


After Basic Training they were shipped out. Malaya. The Emergency. Anti-terrorist operations. Jungle bashing. Stationed at Kuala Kubu Bharu. Taken up-country in Whirlwind helicopters. Fighting Patrols secured rubber plantations and cut into the jungle to set up ambushes against Communist Terrorists. CT. The Charlie Toms. Bandits. Seek out and destroy. They were on a four-day op in the Selangor valley. The Assault Group had sent out Reconnaissance Patrols to track down a CT camp in the area, fanning out into the jungle like the fingers of a hand. A Recce Patrol was supposed to avoid contact with the enemy, seek information and report back to the main patrol. But they had to be ready for anything. Billy was Patrol Leader. He had to decide what to do.


He leaned up against the piss-stained tree and gently pulled a vine to one side to look beyond. Three bandits were sat in a clearing, sharing a cigarette. Their rifles in their laps, they talked in singsong voices. He turned to the rest of the patrol and gave hand signals. A thumbs-down sign meant CT. He then held up three fingers.


If they withdrew now their movement might alert the bandits. They were so bloody close. If they started firing they could disclose the presence of the whole Assault Force. He only had seconds to decide what to do.


He gave the sign for Immediate Ambush. A hand placed over his face.


Immediate Ambush. This drill is designed to deal with an ideal situation, when there is no problem in gaining the initiative but rather one of making the best use of such an initiative. It is a drill which depends on a very high standard of discipline and training – and the ideal circumstances. Given these factors the killing potential is extremely high.


He pointed to where the bandits were. Tony and Ronnie moved slowly and silently into position. Tony crouched low and brought his .303 up to his shoulder. The clearing where the bandits were resting gave them a good killing ground. Ronnie found a standing position, his Owen gun held against his hip. Billy unslung his Sten and slowly and quietly cocked it.


This method demands high standards of jungle craft and self-reliance which can only be achieved and maintained by training and rehearsal.


It was Chin Ho, the SEP, he was most worried about. He had stayed crouched behind the rest of the group, staring ahead. SEP meant Surrendered Enemy Personnel. Chin Ho had spent nearly fifteen years in the jungle and it had taken its toll. He’d fought the Japanese with the MPAJA until ’45, then the British with the Min Yuen until ’55, when he had taken amnesty and had been used to hunt down his former comrades. He was a broken man. SEPs often reacted badly during an encounter. There were even cases of them leading troops into ambushes.


An Immediate Ambush should be sited only on one side of the CT line of advance to avoid confusion.


Billy motioned for Chin Ho to lie flat and got into position himself.


The automatic and split-second reaction to a chance encounter must continually be practised again and again under different conditions of terrain and varying circumstances.


All three of them had acquired targets and were ready for Billy’s signal.


The Ambush should have depth.


They fired in concentrated bursts, spraying the whole clearing. The CT fell back in spasms as the bullets tore into them. Basic Jungle Warfare Course. Weapons Training. Classification Course Instructional. Shooting on the Classification Range, the Malayan Range, the Jungle Lane Range.


Good instruction and practice – the constant need for shooting practice cannot be overemphasised. If properly taught and coached on the Classification Range, a man will have learned to align quickly and to release the trigger steadily without dwelling on the aim.


They ceased firing. Gunshots echoed down the valley towards the Selangor river. The jungle clattered into startled life above them. They moved forward to check the bodies.


Brass everywhere. All the Patrol officers. The bodies were being searched. Identified. Recovered weapons and equipment lined up on display like a hunting bag. Chin Ho was jabbering away with the JCLO interpreter trying to keep up with him. Not sure if he could actually recognise any of the dead CT. Lots of pointing and crying hysterically. Jungle happy. A Special Branch Liaison Officer was supervising the identification of the dead CT. Everything would need to be collated for police records. The army, after all, were only assisting the civil authorities in their fight against insurgency. The ambush had occurred too far away from a landing zone for it to be feasible to evacuate the bodies by helicopter. So fingerprint kits were issued and an army photographer was on hand. Soldiers were detailed to clean the hands of the dead for fingerprinting. Others washed the faces of the bodies and brushed back their hair so that clear shots could be taken.


The rest stood about in groups talking. The officers in a huddle, assessing the situation. The commanders of the Assault Group and the Support Group in deep conversation. Billy stood near by. He’d already given the brass a short account of the engagement. He could hear the officers chattering away.


‘They really should have reported back, sir. I mean, this action’s rather given away our whole presence and position to the enemy.’


‘That is if there are any other bandits in the area.’


‘Well, we won’t know that now, will we, sir? They’ll be miles away by now.’


‘Look . . .’ It was the Company commander speaking. ‘We can’t afford to be dogmatic about operational conduct. We rely on junior leaders to make snap decisions. It’s what they’re trained for, for Christ’s sake. It’s what this whole bloody campaign depends on.’


‘I’m just concerned about discipline, sir.’


‘Well, morale is as important as discipline. They’ve bagged three bandits, for goodness’ sake. We don’t want the men to think that they’ve done something wrong, do we?’


The officers moved on. The Company commander patted Billy gently on the shoulder as he passed by.


‘Good hunting, Corporal,’ he said. ‘We’ll have a proper debriefing when we’re back at base.’


The whole unit was buzzing with the dull euphoria that comes after a kill. Billy stood on his own, looking up at the canopy of the rainforest. The jungle too chattered away. Throbbing with life. Every living thing fighting for the light above. He lit a cigarette. His hand was shaking but his head was calm. Wonderfully calm.




1966


Breaking the Queen’s Peace









EVENING STANDARD, FRIDAY, JULY 1 1966


Before the soccer thousands arrive . . .




‘CLEAN UP’ FOR WORLD CUP


Drive on London ‘clip joints’


An intensive police ‘clean-up’ is being made of London’s West End ready for the thousands of World Cup visitors who will begin pouring in this month.


A special 12-strong squad of detectives working at night with their own radio cars has been visiting ‘clip joints’ and coffee bars in Soho and Mayfair for the past two weeks.


Scotland Yard CID chiefs have approved the plan of Det.-Supt Ferguson Walker, West End CID chief, to organise a drive against confidence tricksters waiting to fleece the thousands of foreigners looking for a good time in the West End between World Cup matches.


Fruit juice


The 12 detectives, led by Detective Chief Inspector Leonard Read, one of the West End’s two deputy CID chiefs, are to be reinforced as visitors begin to arrive for the first World Cup match between England and Uruguay at Wembley on 11 July.


The squad, operating between 9 p.m. and the early hours of the morning, has visited more than 20 one-room ‘clip joints’ where visitors are lured in – sometimes to one drink, usually a harmless concoction or a glass of fruit juice – and then asked for money on the false promise that they will be introduced to a girl.


The detectives have taken lists of names and addresses of girls working in these one-room ‘clubs’ and made inquiries to establish their ownership. At least one has closed following police inquiries, but detectives have learned of others planning to open.


Powerless


Frequent complaints from people who have paid sums of money, usually £5 to £20, or handed over ‘tips’ on the promise that the girls will meet them after the club closes, have generally left detectives at West End Central police station powerless to prosecute for obtaining money with false pretences.


The complainant usually is not prepared to lay a formal complaint or give evidence in court, and many of those who have gone to the police for help after handing over money are usually leaving London within a short time and cannot stay to give evidence.
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A verbal.


It’s always good to start with a verbal.


When giving evidence in court, that is.


A verbal isn’t just subtly incriminating. It primes the jury. Sets the scene. Lets those twelve people know that there’s been a wrongdoing. It sets the scene, all right. The scene of the crime.


A verbal is just a little bit of dialogue that you put in the mouth of the accused. Something he was heard to say just before, or just after, he was cautioned. Something tasty.



Who grassed this time? That’s a good one. Read that out of your notebook in court and it places your man for them. It’s about language, see? That’s why it’s called a verbal. The right words, well, they can place someone. You know what I mean? Yeah, I done it but you’ll never prove it. Hasn’t that one got a ring to it? You see, you’re not allowed to mention previous during the trial so the jury isn’t to know that the defendant is a villain. That would be prejudicial. But how else are they supposed to know that he’s been at it in the past? Do a verbal and it puts them straight. Gives a bit of atmosphere to the proceedings.


It’s not as hookey as planting actual evidence on a suspect. You ain’t fiddling with the forensics as such. You’re just planting the odd word or two.


That’s a verbal.


So if this was evidence I was reading out and you wanted a good verbal, how about: ‘On the evening of the second of July, Detective Sergeant Frank Taylor was heard to say to Detective Constable Dave Thomas: Here comes trouble.’


There. That sets the scene for you. Except it doesn’t really count. Not as a verbal, I mean. You see, I actually did say it. I just didn’t have any idea how fucking true it would turn out to be. But let’s start at the beginning, shall we? Or at least the start of that day.


West End Central, Savile Row. C Division. Crowded Crime Room briefing. Nipper Read out front giving the spiel. Clampdown on vice in Soho. Reinforcements drafted in to swamp the patch. Subtle hints: West End Central needs a bit of a clean-out itself. The area has a reputation – nasty rumours abound about officers on the take. Newly appointed DCI Nipper wants to change all that, apparently. Wants to make his mark. Well known as an absolutely straight-down-the-line copper. Well liked by those who work under him. Short he may be, but tough and tenacious. A fighter. Lightweight boxing champion for the Met in 1950. Story has it that he did stretching exercises to beat the height regulations to get into the force. Transferred from the East End, still smarting after having his case against the Kray twins thrown out of court in the spring.


I’m there as part of the extra officers drafted in from all over the Met, crowded together at the back of the Crime Room. I’d just come out of the one-year Special Course at Bramshill College, waiting to go up to the Flying Squad. Part of the new Rapid Promotion Scheme. Eyed with suspicion by old-school coppers who’d been around longer and hadn’t got as far. Not that I gave a fuck what they thought. Time-servers, most of them. I was a bloody good thief-taker. And I was ambitious. I knew where I was going and I didn’t mind cutting a few corners to get there. I thought I was fucking clever, I really did.


Right next to me at the briefing was Dave Thomas. We went back. We were aides to CID together back in ’62. F Division, Shepherd’s Bush factory. Just out of uniform, temporary secondment to plain clothes. He was my partner. My buck. No closer bond, really, than the person you’re teamed up with when you’re trying to prove yourself to CID. It’s a trial period when you’re an aide. If you fuck up in that period you can be back plodding the beat in no time. So who you’re partnered with, who your buck is, is dead important. We looked after each other. Watched each other’s back. There was a shit-nasty DI in charge of us on Division back then. Three pairs of aides went back to uniform in one month. You had to get results. And we got them. Dave had the makings of a good detective, better than me, I reckoned. But he’d always play it dead straight. He’d never do a verbal or scriptwrite a statement.


I was more, shall we say, flexible. Not bent. Well, not bent for myself anyway. Bent for the job? Well, just a bit. Only when you know that they’ve been at it. When you know they’ve been at it a little too much and it’s their time to go away for a bit. You know they’re guilty but you might have to fit things up a bit to take them off the pavement. No harm in that. After all, they might have some smartarse brief who could get them off on a technicality. But Dave never saw it that way. Always wanted to do it all to rights. Impossible to get around him if it was a job we were working on together. And if he noticed anything the slightest bit hookey that I might be doing he’d have a go. ‘What are you?’ I used to say. ‘My bloody conscience?’ But he insisted that it wasn’t the morality so much as that he didn’t want to get into bad habits. Besides, he’d argue, if they’re at it there’ll always be another time to nick them properly.


And I’d never be bent in a bad way. I’d never take bribes or anything. Do deals for information or bodies, for sure. But never the bung. If you can turn a villain into a snout, well, that’s the crucial part of being a good thief-taker. Knowledge, that’s what you need.


And as things turned out, me and Dave made a good team. A good double act. Good cop, bad cop, a tried and tested formula. And we both made it on to CID permanent. But it was me that went up for Rapid Promotion. I was the ambitious one, you see. Dave just loved being a detective and wanted to concentrate on getting the experience. And the Bush was a good patch for that. Busy. But I wanted to get on. Did my Sergeant’s and got on to the one-year Special Course at Bramshill. Came out made up to DS and just waiting for appointment to Flying Squad while Dave was still stuck in Divisional CID as a detective constable.


I gave him a nod at the end of the briefing. He smiled back and gave me a wink. He was still my buck – you don’t break a bond like that. Nipper Read was dividing Soho up into nine different areas, two detectives to each patrol.


‘Let’s make sure we’re working the same relief,’ I suggested.


‘Yeah,’ he replied, still smiling. ‘As long as you promise to behave yourself.’


Morale was good on Nipper Read’s Clean-Up Squad. For those of us seconded for a fortnight or so there was a chance of a better arrest and clear-up rate than you’d ever get out on Division. Bound to look good on your record. And definite chances of commendations for those who excelled at nicking. But I was itching to get to the Flying Squad. Always a big ambition to work for the Heavy Mob. An élite team. But as temporary secondments go this wasn’t at all bad. A bit of fun maybe. And it gave me a chance to work with Dave again.


The regular West End Central officers had already gone around the clubs and clip joints and given the ‘warning formula’. Taking names down and letting the dodgy Soho operators know, in no uncertain terms, that their freedom to fleece the suckers was over. Showing the flag to all those Maltese ponces. But a lot of places clearly didn’t get the message. Or else they felt the temptation was far too great. World Cup fever. Tourist season gone mad. The chance to make easy gelt from all the gullible fans that would crowd into the West End. And a lot of the foreigners weren’t exactly innocent themselves. The draw of the Jules Rimet Trophy brought in con artists and tricksters from all over the globe. An international event. Fraudsters from Mexico and Venezuela, dipsters from Italy, drug-pushers from Holland and second-storey hotel thieves from America. And as they preyed upon the crowd, so we preyed upon them. Me and Dave pulled a whole team of pavement artists doing the three-card trick on Tottenham Court Road. Nicked a pair of Argentinian pick-pockets on the whizz, Latin style, with their own particularly nimble little stall-and-hook routine on the tourists that poured out of Oxford Circus Tube. But it was the home crowd that was really at it. Clipping crazy. Just as one near-beer joint would be closed down through pressure from us, another would set itself up for business. And we’d be ready to play at being the punters, the suckers, the mugs.


‘Here comes trouble,’ I joked to Dave when this clip girl sauntered over to us.


That’s when I said it. The verbal, if you like. We were on the corner of Brewer Street, just acting dumb, like we’d just drifted into Soho looking for a good time like all the rest of the tourists. If only I’d known then what trouble that girl would bring. We knew what she was, or at least what she was up to. But she was different. Not your usual dolly-bird type. She had mousey blond hair cut short, Vidal Sassoon style. She wore a low-cut top and miniskirt, but there was something altogether relaxed about her demeanour, something casual about her dress and the way she held herself. With most tarts it’s all superficial. I mean, that’s the whole point, isn’t it? But with her, well, it was like you might not have noticed with your first look. But then the second glance. That was the killer. Yeah, then you’d see how beautiful she was and it was like you’d discovered her. It was you who’d seen how good she really looked.


‘Looking for a good time, boys?’ she drawled.


She had these huge mottled green eyes that looked us up and down. It wasn’t hard to appear enthralled by them. And there was such a playful way she had of pretending. It made you enjoy the sense of being taken in. Acting innocent. Dave was always better at this than me, of course. And he was a handsome bastard, with his dark Welsh looks. He gave this bird a bashful smile and they just sort of clicked.


‘I know this great club,’ she went on. ‘You could buy me a drink.’


Me and Dave sort of shrugged at each other, like we didn’t know the score, and I said:


‘Yeah, all right, darling,’ with a lecherous tone to my voice. ‘Why don’t you take us there.’


Let me explain clipping. It has many variations. Sometimes it ain’t exactly subtle. The most common variety is the Corner Game. Promise a punter sex but ask for money up front and arrange to meet them later. Then this silly cunt who’s already parted with his cash is left hanging around at this supposed rendezvous with no fucking bird. Sometimes the mug is told to wait ‘around the corner’ (hence the name of the game) and that the money is a deposit on a hotel room, or whatever. Other times the arrangements are more complicated. Under the clock at Victoria Station is a well-worn favourite. Marble Arch, by Big Ben, outside the Ritz – at any number of tourist sites you’ll find a clipped punter waiting in vain for a tom who’s stitched him up. Nipper Read, in his briefing, said his favourite was Morden, right on the end of the Northern Line, where a poor Dutch seaman was waiting for a girl. He’d paid her £100 and still seemed completely bemused: ‘Well, this is where she tells me she is living,’ he had said. And although the clip girls don’t have sex with punters, they can still be prosecuted under the 1959 Act, if you can prove that they are loitering for the purpose of selling sex. Soliciting. If they are working the Corner Game it is, of course, bloody hard to track them down. But if they are taking you to a club, a clip joint, well, then you can nick them there and then. And then turn over the club itself. They would’ve had their warning by now, after all. And anyone we didn’t actually nick would be logged and cautioned, for the next time. Nipper was dead serious about closing these places down if they didn’t get the message. So there we were with what we thought would be a simple job. Put the pressure on, maybe get a few tasty little arrests. Simple? It bloody wasn’t simple.


Her name, she assured us, was Jeannie. And the place she was taking us to was described with as much playful confidence as ‘a right kinky scene’. But the Pussycat Bar was a depressing place. A couple of bored-looking heavies on the door, obviously employed to stop people leaving too early rather than to prevent anyone entering its plastic bead curtain entrance. The low lighting in the dive couldn’t quite hide the peeling flock wallpaper. Six chipboard tables, all empty, were covered with thin paper tablecloths. On a raised area, supported by what looked like beer crates, two tarts who’d long since seen better days did a listless bump-and-grind routine to chintzy organ music piped out on a crackling sound system.


Jeannie showed us to our table and a waitress sauntered over with the near-beer drinks list. I gave it a quick scan and winked at Dave.


‘Let’s push the boat out,’ I declared, tossing the menu on to the stained table-top. ‘Champagne!’


‘Oh!’ Jeannie gave this mock giggle. ‘You certainly know how to have a good time.’


‘We certainly do,’ I agreed, and we waited, expectantly, for a couple of wineglasses filled to the brim with Tizer or fizzy grape juice.


I picked up the drinks list again and squinted in the gloom at the microscopic small print. ‘All drinks are de-alcoholised by law,’ read one line. And below it: ‘Seated covers with a hostess warrants a hostess fee of £10. Acceptance to buy a drink for the hostess is done with the understanding that the customer is going to pay.’


The waitress returned with our drinks on an aluminium tray. All eyes in the dingy club were now looking sidelong at our table. A thickset little Maltese guy in a cheap suit and slicked-backed hair had come behind the bar to eye up his latest victims.


I picked up one of the dirty glasses of fizzy pop and proposed a toast.


‘To Jeannie,’ I said. ‘Our hostess with the mostest.’


Jeannie half smiled, half frowned as she lifted her glass. I stared at her.


‘Well, that’s what you are, isn’t it? Our hostess. That’s what it says here.’ I picked up the menu and flapped it at her.


If she was at all fazed by this she was bloody good at hiding it. She just smiled. Lovely teeth. Yes, she was good, all right. Too good for this cheap racket.


‘Yeah,’ she replied. ‘I guess. Let’s have another drink.’


‘Yeah.’ I downed the glass in one. Tizer. ‘More champagne!’ I demanded, clicking my fingers at the bored-looking waitress lighting a fag.


‘The thing is, Jeannie,’ I went on, ‘my friend Dave here is looking for a good time. Aren’t you, Dave?’


Dave gave his best nervous nod and grinned.


‘Yeah,’ he said, all wide-eyed innocent.


‘And do you think, Jeannie, as our hostess for the evening, you could arrange something?’


Jeannie leaned across the table and ruffled Dave’s thick black hair with another false giggle, her green eyes all wide and limpid. Dave squirmed, part act, part obviously affected by the seediness of the whole charade. I saw his deep brown eyes catch hers for a second. Like he was actually looking into her for something. For a moment it was fucking sad. The whole thing. But it worked. It looked like he was gullible. The waitress, fag in mouth, returned with a fresh tray of Tizer.


‘So . . .’ I pursued my line of questioning. ‘Could you sort something out?’


Jeannie straightened up and coughed, taking her hand from Dave’s ruffled locks. She shrugged.


‘Well,’ she said, breezily, ‘let’s see.’


The Malteser was starting to hover around our table, making eyes at the boys on the door. Jeannie looked up at him and with a nod he came over.


‘Well, can you, I mean, arrange something for me and my friend here?’


But Jeannie was looking up at the man with the slicked-back hair, who was by now standing at our table.


‘Gentlemen,’ he said tersely, ‘it’s time you settled your bill.’


We both looked up. I grinned. Dave folded his arms and gave a hard stare.


‘Really?’


‘Yes,’ replied the Maltese. ‘Concha,’ he barked at the waitress. ‘Bring these gentlemen their bill.’


The door heavies moved across to our table. Concha appeared with a hastily scribbled addition. It was placed on a saucer in front of me. Champagne: £10/Hostess Fee: £10/Cover Charge: £5/Service Charge: £5/Total: £30.


I picked up the bill and laughed. I handed it to Dave.


‘You expect us to settle this?’ I demanded.


The doormen were now on either side of us, looking menacing. The Malt laughed back at us and nodded slowly.


‘Oh yes,’ he replied. ‘We most certainly do.’


I laughed again, and everybody joined in, even the door gorillas. But not Dave. He was looking at Jeannie with a frown.


‘OK,’ I said with a shrug. ‘Let’s settle this.’


I pulled out my warrant card.


‘We’re police officers. And you are fucking nicked.’


The Maltese blanched and backed off a little. I heard one of the doormen mutter oh fuck under his breath. Jeannie looked puzzled.


‘Now, gentlemen,’ said the Malt guy, suddenly all friendly and shit. ‘Let’s not be too hasty. Maybe you’d like a real drink. You do drink, don’t you?’



Drink. Well, we all know what that means. A nice little enveloped bribe. I could see this was winding Dave up. I’d have been willing to say: Sorry, son, not this time, we’re on our best behaviour. But Dave wouldn’t have seen it like that. Then Jeannie really let the cat out of the bag.


‘But,’ she said, looking towards her boss, ‘I thought we’d already paid.’


Dave’s ears pricked up at this.


‘What?’ he barked.


The Maltese glowered at Jeannie. A slight shake of the head, an open-palmed gesture. Showing out to her to keep shtum.


‘What?’ Dave continued. ‘What do you mean you’ve already paid?’


Dave was staring at Jeannie. The Malt leaned across to block his view.


‘She don’t mean nothing, Officer. Do you, Jeannie?’


‘No. I mean, I meant, you, you know, have already paid.’ She was thinking fast, this one.


‘No we haven’t,’ Dave came back.


‘Haven’t you?’ Jeannie’s eyes lit up, all innocent. ‘I thought you had.’


Dave frowned at her for a second and then stood up.


‘You’re nicked, darling.’


‘What? What for?’


‘Soliciting. Come over here.’


He led her away from the table. The Maltese followed. Dave turned on him and pointed a finger at his chest.


‘You, you fucking stay where you are.’


Dave started to read Jeannie her rights. I went over.


‘Dave,’ I muttered sharply out of the side of my mouth. ‘I don’t want to start pulling rank here but do you mind telling me what the fuck is going on.’


‘You hear what she said?’


‘Yeah, I heard. So what?’


‘I’m sorry, Frank. But I ain’t standing for this.’


This was trouble we could do without.


‘Come on, Dave. Leave it, for fuck’s sake.’


‘But you heard what she said. “We’ve already paid.” You know what that means, don’t you?’


‘Well, I ain’t stupid.’


‘So?’


‘So what?’


‘So, what are we going to do about it?’


‘I’ll tell you what we’re going to do. We’re going to take their names, caution them, close down this filthy little joint and then call it a day. That’s what we’re going to fucking do.’


‘But if we can get her to make a statement . . .’


‘Saying what? The club bungs a bit of cash towards the Old Bill once in a while. So what, Dave? It happens all the time.’


‘Yeah, well, I ain’t standing for it.’


‘And you want to start making a case against fellow officers?’


‘Yeah,’ he cut in. ‘I know, Frank. I know. Turn a blind eye. Don’t make any waves, it ain’t good for your career.’


That stung.


‘That ain’t fair, Dave. You know I’m not bent.’


‘Yeah, Frank, I know. And I also know you want to get on in the department. But listen. Any other time we’d have no fucking chance clearing up something like this. We’d be back directing traffic within a week. But we’ve got special circumstances. This operation is supposed to be cleaning up Soho. Top to bottom. If we can’t catch these hookey coppers at it now we never can.’


I sighed.


‘So what are you suggesting?’


‘Take this bird in. Get a statement out of her and follow it up from there. Take it up to Nipper if need be. We know he’s clean and wants this sort of thing dealt with.’


Nobody wants to deal with this sort of thing, I thought. But I didn’t say anything. I just sighed again and shook my head. Trouble. Any luck it wouldn’t lead anywhere.


‘All right,’ I agreed. ‘You take her in and I’ll clean up here. I’ll see you back at the factory.’


So Dave radioed the area car and I went about taking names and issuing cautions. The Maltese guy gave a moody name. Arthur Springer. Malt ponces would often stick up English-sounding names as cover. I made a mental note to check with CRO for anyone using that alias.


I got back to West End Central and checked with the custody sergeant. Dave was just finishing questioning Jeannie in an interview room.


‘So?’ I asked him as he came out into the corridor.


He shrugged and fished in his pocket for a fag.


‘She hasn’t said much.’


‘You charging her?’


‘Not yet.’


‘You going to?’


Dave sighed and frowned. He took it all so fucking seriously sometimes.


‘I don’t know, Frank,’ he said. ‘I was thinking of using her as an informant.’


‘For fuck’s sake, Dave. A tart as a snout. That ain’t a very good idea, you know.’


There’s an old copper’s rule. The three Ps. Prisoners, Property and Prostitutes. Any one of them spells trouble. You have to be bloody careful. Standard procedure and common fucking sense. Deal with any of these things in the wrong way and it’s you that can be made to look hookey. Especially a tart. She can make all kinds of accusations as to how you’ve behaved with them.


‘I know, Frank,’ Dave went on. ‘We’ve got to tread carefully. But we’re on to something here. Maybe we should take this upstairs. Like I said, talk to Nipper about it.’


I had to stall all of this. The last thing I wanted was to be caught up in a full-scale investigation against other officers. That sort of shit sticks to you for good.


‘Wait a minute, Dave,’ I said, thinking on my feet. ‘There’s no point going anywhere with this without a statement from her. I mean, we haven’t got much so far, have we?’


Dave took a drag of his fag and nodded.


‘Yeah, you’re right.’


‘You want me to have a go?’


‘Yeah,’ he replied hesistantly. ‘All right. But go easy.’


I grinned at him. Just like old times. Nice cop, nasty cop. Good cop, bad cop. Except back at the Bush it was me that would go first. Heavy into them. Shake them up, wear them down. Then Dave would appear with a nice cup of tea and a fag and a tell me all about it before that nasty bastard comes back. Best way to get them to cough something up. And here we were working it the wrong way around. Arse about front. And I thought, well, maybe this aint such a bad idea since I don’t want her to talk. I want her to keep shtum. Go easy, yeah, sure, I’ll go easy. I’ll scare the stupid bitch into staying quiet about all of this nonsense.


I walked in and slammed the door behind me. She looked up. I’d made her jump a little but she soon regained her composure. I strolled in, slowly, staring down at her. She managed to hold my glare for a moment with those terrific green eyes of hers. Kind of flecked, they were. Like flint.


Then she looked away and chewed her lip. Crossed her legs slowly. Uneasy at first but adjusting into a more upright posture. Shaping up the front.


‘How long you going to keep me here?’ she asked.


‘You ain’t bad-looking, you know,’ I said as I sat down. ‘For a tart. Not been on the game for long, have you, love?’


‘I’m not on the game.’


‘You know what a tom looks like after a few years. The face starts to go first. It ain’t a pretty sight.’


‘I told you, I’m not a prostitute.’


‘That right? Just clipping, is it?’


No response.


‘Just a bit of fun, is it? Conning the punters. Bit of a laugh? Thing is, darling, all the clip joints are being closed down. The fun’s over. And your boss might have other ideas for you.’


‘What are you talking about?’


‘He might want to set you up in a nice little flat. Get you working properly. Would you like that? Nice little flat in the cheap end of Mayfair, new punter every quarter of an hour.’


She tapped a finger against the side of her mouth. Nail varnish chipped on incisor enamel. I leaned over the table a little.


‘Would you like that?’ I said, a little louder.


‘Look,’ she snapped. ‘I’m not a whore. You can’t get me on that.’


I leaned back in my chair and gave a little chuckle. I was enjoying this.


‘Oh,’ I singsonged. ‘Know your rights, do you?’


‘I don’t have to say anything.’


‘’Course you don’t. I could verbal the statement for you. Look, darling, West End Central is coming down hard on vice. There’s a permanent queue of tarts and ponces outside Marlborough Street magistrates’. One girl last week, she knew her rights. Decided to go to Inner London Sessions instead. She got three months. Fancy a stretch in Holloway, do you?’


‘No, I don’t.’


‘Then start co-operating.’


‘What do you want?’


‘That’s better. Your boss’s name.’


‘Arthur Springer.’


‘And I’m the Queen of Romania. His real name.’


She shrugged.


‘Attilio something. I don’t know his second name.’


‘And this business about him bribing policemen.’


Jeannie looked up at me. Flinty eyes wide. She looked worried.


‘Look, please, I don’t know anything about this.’


I nodded slowly at her.


‘Good. We’ll keep it that way, shall we? What did you tell my friend about that?’


‘I didn’t say anything.’


‘That’s right. You see, my friend has got it into his pretty little head that there’s been some naughtiness beyond the usual going on. Now you don’t know anything about this, do you?’


She shook her head slowly.


‘That’s good.’ I grinned. ‘You liked my friend, didn’t you?’


She gave a flat little smile.


‘He’s a lot more nice than you are.’


Nice. For a moment her face was soft. Childlike. Just for that second she looked so serene. Beautiful. A horrible hunger deep inside. Desire. I thought about how much she must hate me. It made me feel empty.


‘Maybe you’d give him one for free,’ I said with a sneer.


Her face tensed with disgust.


‘You’re a sick fucker,’ she muttered quietly, contemptuously.


I suddenly felt an unaccountable pang of jealousy. Couldn’t place it. Then I thought: maybe Dave’s fallen for this tart. Maybe this is what this is all about. I wouldn’t blame him. I decided to wrap things up as quickly as possible.


‘Well, Jeannie,’ I announced. ‘It’s your lucky day. We’re just going to caution you.’


I stood up and my chair scraped against the floor. Jeannie looked up at me, frowning.


‘Come on, darling. We’re letting you go.’


She walked around the table to the door. I blocked her path.


‘You’re right to keep quiet about your boss. Those fucking Maltese can be brutal. You know, I once saw a tart whose face had been striped with a razor. Right across. She obviously hadn’t been behaving herself. Wouldn’t testify against her ponce, though. Silly cow was terrified out of her wits.’


And then I let her pass.


‘You want to get out of that business, Jeannie,’ I called softly after her. ‘It ain’t healthy.’


Outside I had a quick chat with Dave.


‘She ain’t saying nothing,’ I told him. ‘I’m letting her go. That all right with you?’


‘Yeah, sure,’ he agreed, a little too readily.


I let Dave process her out. They walked down the corridor, chatting to each other. I felt jealous, sure, but also uneasy, there was a nagging feeling in the back of my mind. Something wasn’t right or something was about to go wrong.


∗


Sid Franks always liked there to be a nice story somewhere. Sid was the news editor on the Sunday Illustrated. Human interest. Well, that’s what it was all about. And amidst all the exposé and gossip you needed something reassuring, something sentimental. A feature that would make the female readership emit a collective sigh of delight. The ‘womb trembler’, he called it. ‘Get me a nice picture of a baby, Eric,’ he said one week to the picture editor. ‘I’ll find a way of putting it in’.


Elsewhere was titillation and scandal – morality through the keyhole. Some big exposé of contemporary importance (THE GREAT SHRINKING BANGER MYSTERY had been the most recent example of the paper’s major investigative journalism). And the nasty stories. Something sordid – sex or crime or, hopefully, sex and crime.


‘There you are, Tony,’ Sid would say, handing me the TORSO MURDER or whatever. ‘You’ll like that.’


Sid maintained that I had a nose for a nasty story, and he was right. I have a morbid fascination for such things. There’s something primal about them that I find reassuring. An infantile pleasure. It could be said that the whole of the Sunday Illustrated was an exercise in infantilism, but it was in this, I always thought, that the nasty stories were crucial. Horror is the most infantile feeling of all. A return to childhood when all stories are dark and sinister.


And maybe that’s where it all began for me, right at the beginning. I’d had a traumatic birth. My mother never ceased reminding me what a difficult delivery it had been. When she wasn’t saying I’ve brought a monster into the world, that is. But it was her fault. She’d nearly strangled me at birth. I’d nearly died, the umbilical cord tangled about my head as I emerged, a noose around my neck as I was pushed through the trapdoor. My birth a hanging, the long drop. Well, nearly. I got a last-minute reprieve, a stay of execution. A diligent midwife managed to unknot me before I choked. Otherwise my whole existence might have been dispatched there and then without too much fuss. Instead it was commuted to Life.


And maybe that’s why I turned out the way I did. Difficult birth, difficult child. My poor stupid mother clinging on to me, always suspecting something sickly about me, something gruesome. I liked to collect things in jam jars. My specimens, I called them. Creepy-crawlies. I found a dead cat and brought it home. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do with it – some infantile notion of taxidermy. Of course, Mother wouldn’t let me keep it so I buried it in the garden. With full ritual, of course.


I suppose I’d always wanted to write. Ever since I can remember I was making things up, telling tales, nasty stories. But this creativity was never nurtured when I was a child, never understood. You’re a dirty little liar. My own mother’s words. Can you imagine the effect of such an accusation on a young mind? I did well at school but I got into trouble, an unpleasant business that meant that I left earlier than I might have done. I wasn’t expelled but the headmaster asked me to leave. Mother was very upset but she never saw my side of the story.


I worked as a clerk in a pickle factory for two years. I did shorthand at night school and got a job as a junior reporter on the Reading Mercury. Not terribly exciting, I must say, but at least I was writing. I stuck that for a year or so but as soon as I’d saved enough money I came up to London and got away from Mother, at last. I had some mad idea that it was here that I would become a great writer. I got a cheap bed-sit in West London. Just a few meagre possessions – a Remington typewriter, a battered chest of drawers that I improvised as a desk. I was a loner. I’d always felt different, apart from people, like Colin Wilson’s Outsider. I was an existentialist, I decided. As with Barbusse’s hero that Wilson refers to, the Man Outside. I had come to the capital with ‘no genius, no mission to fulfil, no remarkable feelings to bestow, I have nothing and I deserve nothing. Yet in spite of it, I desire some recompense.’ I was meant to be a writer, I felt. This could be my revenge, my way of getting back at them all, my way of articulating my painful solitude. The problem was what to write about? I waited in vain for inspiration. I managed a half-finished first draft of a novel – derivative stuff, purple prose and descriptions of emotions I’d never felt. I couldn’t bear to look at it. I kept it in a shoe box under my bed, collecting dust. I had this received notion that a novel should be somehow autobiographical, that fiction should be personal. But the very thought made me feel sick. I didn’t want to write about myself, I had no desire to express my inner feelings. On the contrary. I wanted to use ink the way an octopus does, to hide.


The money ran out and I started doing bits of freelance journalism. I had the basic skills for it, after all. The gutter press was teeming with life, with stories. I found what I was looking for, a peephole to look through. I particularly liked crime stories, the more brutal the better.


I worked as a casual on the Sunday Illustrated one of the ‘Saturday Men’. On the Saturday shift at the Illustrated the newsroom was crowded with casuals, extra staff brought in to get the paper to bed. The inside pages had already gone, so most of the permanent staff didn’t have to be in. Sid Franks would pace up and down with a fag in his mouth, browbeaten. He always seemed to wear the same brown suit.


For the Saturday Men there was the day shift for ten guineas or you could work until three in the morning to make it twenty. A lot of the casuals worked on local rags during the week or freelanced for other nationals. I sold the odd story here and there but I hadn’t had much luck lately and the Saturday shift had become my main source of income. I needed the money, and I also needed some sort of proof that I could write. And I still harboured literary aspirations. Here, perhaps, I could plumb the depths. I had this little thought in the back of my mind: if only I could find a story, a really big one, something that could get me out of Grub Street for good. Truman Capote had just published In Cold Blood that spring, the story of an actual murder done in full. The whole case in beautiful detail with no subs to hack it to death. True Crime executed as High Art. It was hailed as a new form – the ‘non-fiction novel’, they were calling it. Ken Tynan criticised Capote in The Times for waiting for the boys to go to the scaffold before finishing the book, but that was the genius of it. The story needed an ending. It was all done so objectively, as ruthless as the murder itself.


The Sunday Illustrated suited my purposes, but what I really wanted was a staff job. It was still nominally a Labour paper back then, but it was no secret that its new proprieter, who Sid Franks always referred to, half in derision, half in fear, as ‘The Boss’, wanted to make it more racy. Ted Howard was kept on as editor-in-chief to maintain a semblance of continuity and Sid Franks was made up as deputy to lower the tone. The old ‘mission to educate’ values dropped in favour of a more populist approach. But I’d never been interested in politics, just stories.


I’d been working in Soho that day, getting a bit of colour for the ‘Clampdown on Vice’ feature we were running that week. Alf Isaacs, the Illustrated’s ‘snatch man’, a photographer whose speciality was catching on film in flagrante those who were up to no good, had got a nice shot of a clip joint being raided by some of Nipper Read’s Clean-Up Squad. A lovely picture of a clip girl being led out of a near-beer joint into a waiting area car. The circulation manager was a happy man – the northern working-class readership always lapped up vice. The Evils of the Capital, the decadent fleshpots of London – they loved that sort of thing.


I managed to catch Sid in his office. He hardly ever used it except for highly confidential meetings or to bawl out one of his minions. The staff always referred to it as the ‘bollocking room’. Sid had started as a casual on the Saturday shift himself back when he’d worked on Tribune during the week. He’d once been a leftie, CP member and everything, but after ’56 he’d torn up his card and had been moving increasingly to the right ever since. Now he constantly railed against the print unions and loved any excuse to do an exposé on ‘pinkos, liberals, do-gooders’.


He’d just come from the Saturday conference. The Big Table, they called it. All the editors would hammer out that Sunday’s edition with Ted Howard, still nominally editor-in-chief, with his Thermos flask and greaseproof paper packet of sandwiches next to him, nodding silently at the head of the table.


Sid closed the frosted-glass panelled door, sat down behind his desk and stubbed out his cigarette. He gestured at the seat beside me. He picked up a finished page on his desk and gave a pained expression. He sighed and waved it absently at me.


SUMMER SCORCHER, was the headline. Crowds clamour for the coast as temperatures soar. There was a picture of a girl in a bikini, caught in midair jumping for a beach ball with her chest thrust out.


‘Look at that,’ he muttered. ‘Another of Franklin’s titless wonders.’


Harry Franklin was the paper’s main portrait photographer, specialising in the obligatory glamour tit pics. He was good at getting a photo of some near-naked bird in a salacious pose next to a flimsy excuse for a story, but for some reason he always managed to pick flat-chested girls.


‘We’re never going to get our circulation figures up unless he can get birds with bigger tits. I mean, what do you think of that?’


He thrust the picture in my face. I recoiled slightly. I never quite knew what to say about girls.


Sid shrugged and dropped the sheet on to his desk. There was a white crust around the corners of his mouth. He took sodium bicarbonate to combat nervous indigestion and his lips were regularly flaked with it. He squinted at me across the desk. I handed over my copy and Alf Isaacs’ snatch of the clip girl being arrested.


‘That’s more like it,’ he said, picking up the glossy. ‘Now she’s really got something. Good work, son.’


‘Sid . . .’ I began.


He looked up at me with a suspicious frown.


‘What do you want?’


‘Well, I was wondering if there was any chance of a staff job.’


He sighed and rolled his eyes.


‘I’m a good reporter. You said so yourself.’


‘Yeah, yeah. Well, you’ve got a nose for it, I’ll give you that.’


‘So?’


‘Well, I thought being casual suited you. Gave you time to work on your masterpiece.’


When word got around the paper that I’d been trying to write a book it had become a running joke. I gave a thin smile.


‘Look, son,’ he went on, ‘I’m running a tight ship here. I can’t really afford to give out too many permanent contracts.’


He was right. It made better sense to employ a lot of casuals for the Saturday shift than to take people on a weekly basis.


‘I think I’m worth it, Sid.’


‘Oh, you do, do you?’


‘Yeah, I do.’


‘Well, if something comes up, I’ll bear you in mind.’


‘You’ll think about it?’


‘Look, if you come up with something really tasty’ – he licked his powdery lips – ‘if you can prove you’re worth it, well, you never know.’


∗


A mystery. That’s what they called them. A girl come down South to escape God knows what drudgery. A runaway. No past, no history. A mystery. Looking for somewhere to stay. Easy to pick up. Easy to impress.


Billy noticed her first. He was sitting in a booth of the Ace all-night café on Goldhawk Road with Jimmy and Stan. They’d done a job that day and were flush with cash and still buzzing from the excitement of it all. She was at the back peering gloomily over a long-nursed cappuccino. Froth turned to scum on the glazed rim of the cup. Duffle bag on the seat next to her and a worn-out look on her young face. Telltale signs.


A couple of mod kids were showing off at the pinball table. Thrusting away with their hips as they tickled the flippers, like they were giving it one. Stealing glances over at the mystery girl to see if she was watching. She ignored them and lit another cigarette.


‘We want to do something proper next time,’ Jimmy was talking animatedly in a low voice. ‘A bank. We want to do a bank. Need to nick a good motor for the getaway.’


Jimmy was always talking big. Stupid Glaswegian thinks he’s hard, thought Billy. Thinks he’s the leader because he’s the oldest. Hair scraped over his stupid balding head like Bobby Charlton. Billy had met Jimmy in the Scrubs. Always talking big plans in association or as they plodded around the exercise yard. They’d met up again earlier in the year and Jimmy had introduced him to Stan one night in the Hop Garden Poker Club in Notting Dale, and they’d all kind of teamed up.


Stan just sat there nodding. Docile. Some fucking gang, thought Billy. He was bored already. Sure, they’d screwed a bookie’s that very afternoon. And he’d been the one waving the shooter around. He was the one that knew how to handle guns. Jimmy and Stan were hardly more than gas-meter bandits.


‘Uh,’ croaked Jimmy, nodding towards Billy. ‘What you reckon, Bill?’


Jimmy sounded nervous. He was a bit scared of Billy but anxious not to sound like he was deferring to him too much.


‘Yeah, sure,’ replied Billy, looking over at the mystery girl.


They hadn’t got much from the bookie’s. Just over three hundred quid. Not many in the shop. Everyone watching the football. The England–Mexico game. Not many punters about, which made it easy, but also meant that there wasn’t much in the way of takings. Bit of a thrill, holding the place up. Stocking masks, American Tan. Made the face look yellow and flat. Like a bloody Chinese. Bandits. Weird feeling, the head squashed into something that should be around a bird’s thigh. The mesh wet about the mouth and nostrils. A bit kinky. The mystery girl was stubbing out the cigarette, picking up the packet of Park Drive. Empty. She let the hollow cardboard drop on to the Formica.


Billy got up to go over, picking up his fags from the table. The mod boys had their backs to him, in a huddle over the pinball machine. Bill saw a bag of purple hearts on the glass surface.
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