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Jackie Stott, Tyneside boxer turned nightclub owner – and criminal – seeks to evade the Newcastle police as he stumbles from one dodgy deal to another.


When Jackie gets involved in a murder, the police have a reason to try to get him locked up for good – and it’s not just the police who are out to get Jackie, for rival gangland figures are soon gunning for him too!


A rip-roaring ride through the nightlife and criminal underworld of a bustling British city during the 1960s.




To all my CID friends in the North-East, and especially to the River Tyne Police, hoping they will not mind my overruling the Home Secretary in creating a ‘Tyneside Constabulary’ for the purposes of this book!




Author’s note


The Sixties Mysteries is a series of reissues of my early crime stories, the first of which was originally published in 1963. Looking back now, it is evident how criminal investigation has changed over the last half-century. Though basic police procedure is broadly the same, in these pages you will find no Crime Scene Managers or Crown Prosecution Service, no DNA, CSI, PACE, nor any of the other acronyms beloved of modern novels and television. These were the days when detectives still wore belted raincoats and trilby hats. There was no Health and Safety to plague us and the police smoked and drank tea alongside the post-mortem table!


Modern juries are now more interested in the reports of the forensic laboratory than in the diligent labours of the humble detective, though it is still the latter that solves most serious crimes. This is not to by any means belittle the enormous advances made in forensic science in recent years, but to serve as a reminder that the old murder teams did a pretty good job based simply on experience and dogged investigation.
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Chapter One


The launch squatted with its stern well down in the icy water, a long wake bubbling behind. With its black hull and dark varnished cabin, it was almost invisible. Only the navigation lights gleamed against the river.


‘Too damned cold for crime tonight, Horace!’


The sergeant’s words condensed into puffs of mist as they left his lips. In spite of the radiator alongside his seat, it was freezing in the cabin, which was open to the sky at the back end.


‘Must be a coupla degrees o’ frost tonight,’ he said again.


The constable in the driving seat alongside made a gargling noise in reply. The sergeant sighed. It was hard work trying to be sociable with Horace.


For a few moments he sat staring through the windscreen at the deep gorge of the Tyne, as it cut through between Newcastle and Gateshead. They were approaching the narrowest part, where three bridges crowded together to form the road links from Northumberland to Durham, and just passing the River Police Station for this section of the Tyne, but the launch throbbed on, and swept under the graceful arch of the huge Tyne Bridge to pass into the more open water beyond, with no other bridge between them and the sea, eight miles away.


The sergeant’s eyes roved the quaysides, only to see nothing but frosted cranes and deserted streets.


‘Quiet, isn’t it?’ he said, with no hope of response from the taciturn driver.


Then he glimpsed a moving red light in the distance, where the river took a bend to the right.


‘Hopper’s coming up, Horace,’ he said, trying to prod his constable into saying something, even if it was only ‘Belt up!’ But the other man kept his jaw clamped shut and spun the wheel over to keep the launch well clear of the Bessie Surtees as she came pounding up towards them. The Bessie was one of the power station hoppers, condemned to her eternal task of humping boiler ash down to its grave in the open sea.


The wake of the hopper hit them after she passed and Horace jammed the brass throttle lever back to ‘Half Speed’ as they bounced like a cork in a bucket. The mournful hoot of the Bessie’s siren echoed over the sleeping city as she signalled the Swing Bridge.


As the sound died away, the sergeant jabbed a finger in the direction of the north bank. ‘Let’s go and have a squint at Jackie Stott’s old hulk,’ he commanded hopefully. Things were far too quiet for Ernie Leadbitter’s taste – any diversion would be welcome on a blank shift like this one.


Horace shoved the throttle back to ‘Full’ and the thirty-two foot launch cleaved her way through the black water towards the Newcastle bank. Their destination, contemptuously called an ‘old hulk’ by the sergeant, was a converted torpedo boat. Stripped of engines and, in fact, almost everything else except the actual hull, it was now re-named the Mississippi. Owned by Jackie Stott, a local nightclub proprietor, it had been turned into a floating gaming casino and moored on a particularly dismal stretch of the riverside.


It was one of the ambitions of the Tyneside Constabulary to pin something on Jackie but, so far, the wily ex-boxer had been too slippery for them. There was a healthy rivalry between Central Division, which covered his club in the city centre, and the River Police, who had jurisdiction over the floating part of Stott’s empire.


Ernie Leadbitter had long cherished the hope of catching Jackie or one of his minions at some piece of evil, even if it was only an infringement of the gaming or licensing laws.


‘If only that bloody barge would go adrift, I could even nick him for failure to show lights!’ he hollered at Horace, as the launch closed with the Mississippi.


Horace burst into a rare flow of eloquence. ‘Have a job to get Jackie for owt to do with the watter,’ he grunted in his ripe Geordie accent. ‘He spent the war on them MTBs. Knows his way about the sea, does Jackie.’


Leadbitter looked sourly at the dirty white hull of the torpedo boat, reflected in the street lights of the quayside. ‘That’s why he bought this abomination, I suppose – sentimental value!’


Horace guffawed. ‘Jackie’s aboot as sentimental as a bull elephant … though he must like boats, I’ll grant. He’s got that canny twin-screw launch moored up at Scotswood … only bought her back in the spring.’


‘Must be making a packet outta these mugs on the gaming tables,’ muttered Leadbitter resentfully, staring across the water at one of Stott’s sources of wealth.


As they came nearer, Horace cut the diesel to neutral and they glided in a smooth curve to where the Mississippi lay moored. The old war boat had been stripped of all her deck fittings. The only superstructure was a glorified garden shed with a door, but no windows. A single string of coloured bulbs hung over the gangway which, at this state of the tide, was almost horizontal.


‘Looks quiet – they can’t be doing much business,’ said Ernie with regret.


‘Heard tell they’re dee’in aalreet – rough crowd and all get down here. The more respectable clients go up to the Rising Sun.’


The police launch was almost alongside the old MTB now, gliding up to her starboard quarter. Ernie got off the padded seat and walked back to the open deck alongside the engine casing, ready to step up onto the gunwale. He looked up at the bulk of the Mississippi, then stiffened as his ears picked up some noise. He stuck his head back under the cabin roof.


‘Kill the engine – quick!’ he hissed.


As the tickover of the Perkins engine died away, Leadbitter hopped up on the gunwale, then leaned out and grabbed one of the stanchions that carried the rail around the edge of the torpedo boat.


The police launch stopped her forward glide and Horace’s face appeared below him. For once, the sergeant wanted him to keep quiet. He made a ‘shhh’ sign and the constable saw him jerk a thumb in the direction of the other craft’s gangway.


They both listened.


Horace could see nothing from below, but he could hear a thumping, scuffling sound, then voices.


‘Gerroff, yer ugly great bleeder. I’m on the level, I tell yer!’


‘Shurrup! If the boss says “get”, you gets, see!’


There was a skidding, rattling and grunting – Leadbitter, with his eyes just above deck level, saw two figures struggling under the line of coloured bulbs. The gangway was wobbling violently as the larger of two figures wrestled and buffeted the smaller towards the quayside.


The cursing and panting increased, then one of the men collapsed, the top half of his body sticking perilously over the edge of the gangway. His assailant began kicking his side and buttocks with apparent relish.


The sergeant decided that things had gone far enough. He hauled himself up by the stanchion and ducked beneath the rail, followed by Horace.


For the first time, the two men on the gangway were aware of the arrival of the police. The big one saw Leadbitter first. He stopped battering the other man, then quickly bent down and heaved him to his feet. Incongruously, he began brushing him down with a hand the size of a ham.


‘What d’you think you’re at, Joe?’ snapped Leadbitter. ‘Come on, let’s be having you both back on the deck here.’


Amiable and gentle most of the time, Sergeant Leadbitter was a different man when dealing with villains. He was a heavily built fellow and had an ‘official’ voice with a real bite of authority in it.


Joe Blunt, the one who had been doing the kicking, sullenly came off the gangway, dragging his victim behind him.


Neither of them spoke, but both eyed the police officers with a mixture of truculence and apprehension. The smaller man, sandy-haired and in his late twenties, seemed not a bit grateful for his deliverance. He glowered at the sergeant every bit as resentfully as Joe, who was a great hulking figure with a piggy, moronic face, beaten out of shape by years of third-class boxing.


Ernie peered more closely at the smaller fellow, who was sulkily twisting his rumpled dinner jacket back into shape. ‘I know you, don’t I?’ he demanded.


‘He’s Geordie Armstrong – spins the wheel for Jackie Stott,’ volunteered Horace.


The policemen looked expectantly at the big bruiser.


‘Well?’ Ernie sounded impatient.


‘It was nothing … jus’ a bit o’ fun, you know,’ rumbled Joe Blunt eventually.


Leadbitter snorted derisively. ‘Fun be damned! You were kicking the hell outta his backside a minute past. Come on, don’t give me that!’


‘Only a bit of a lark … I’m not complaining about ’im,’ muttered Geordie Armstrong.


‘Joe’s gone back into the sparring partner business, has he!’ Horace laid the sarcasm on thickly. ‘You paying a coupla bob for a practice bout, Geordie, that it?’


‘Very bloody funny,’ snarled Armstrong, showing his teeth. ‘I tell you it was nothing. So shove off, will yer!’


‘Yes, this is a private patch, this … you got no call to be ’ere,’ rumbled Joe Blunt, taking a lead from his former victim.


Ernie Leadbitter stepped close to the punchy old ‘pro’. He was not quite as big, but he had a steely glint in his eye that made the loose-lipped face turn away. ‘Watch your tongue, Joe … any sort of disturbance on this converted muck barge is our business.’ He turned and grasped Joe’s arm. ‘Come on, let’s get below … is your gaffer in?’


Joe, thoroughly cowed by the sergeant’s vibrant authority, turned to shamble back to the door in the clumsy superstructure of the Mississippi. Geordie was more belligerent and angrily shook off Horace as the constable reached out to steer him after Joe Blunt. The boxer opened the door, which carried a notice stating Members Only, and stepped into a carpeted entrance which had a flight of stairs running down immediately to their left.


At the head of the stairs, Joe made a last stand. ‘I tell you, we was only having a bit o’ fun – the boss will do me for letting you in here,’ he pleaded.


‘And I’ll do you if you don’t – so get on!’ snapped Ernie.


Looking like a dejected hippopotamus, Joe tramped down the stairs, leading the others into the big single room of the casino. It occupied three-quarters of the hull, as a cloakroom filled the pointed bow and the stern was partitioned off into an office. A bar ran along one side, the rest of the place being filled with roulette, blackjack and chemin de fer tables. There were about twenty-five men in the room and the moment the police uniforms appeared at the foot of the stairs, a deathly hush fell on the place.


Faces were raised and cards were held against chests. The click of the roulette ball went on unheeded for a few seconds while the procession headed for the door of Jackie Stott’s office. Joe tapped and went in. Geordie Armstrong crowded in after Joe, aided by a helpful push in the back from Horace.


A bull-like voice bellowed out before the policemen could enter.


‘What in hell are you doing back … didn’t I tell you to duff him up a bit, Joe!’


There was the thump of clenched fist on a desk and Geordie cringed back against the constable. Suddenly, the speaker caught sight of the police uniforms and bit his words off in mid-air.


‘What the hell’s this, then?’ Like Joe and Geordie, he had a broad Tyneside accent.


The officers pushed through the door and saw Jackie Stott standing behind his desk, glowering at them. The room seemed full of big men. Geordie, who would not have been out of place in a group of average-sized people, was dwarfed. Joe and the two policemen were all six-foot-plus, with shoulders to match. Jackie Stott was in the same class. He was younger, in his early forties, and coarsely handsome, though a repeatedly broken nose marred his looks. Straw-coloured hair was waved in tight furrows close to his bullet head. His pale blue eyes were sharp and knowing – he’d had the sense to get out of the professional ring long before he had become a punchy wreck like Joe Blunt, his old sparring partner.


Stott stared suspiciously at Horace and Leadbitter, whom he knew well by sight.


‘What’s it this time – you coppers trying to nick me for something again?’


‘We’re not trying anything,’ answered Leadbitter, untruthfully. ‘We’re just seeing that everyone sticks to the rules, Jackie.’


‘Like hell you are – and I’m Mr Stott to you, copper.’


Ernie smiled gently. ‘You were Jackie to us fifteen years ago, when we used to see you hammer the champions up at St James’ Hall – so Jackie will do for me now.’


Stott was appeased at once. The wily sergeant knew when to use a bit of ‘soft soap’.


‘So what’s all the fuss?’ he asked in a more moderate voice. ‘Are we sinking or has our liquor licence expired?’


Leadbitter waved at Joe and Geordie. ‘Assault – creating a disturbance – breaking the peace … Joe hammering the daylights outta Geordie here. Know anything about it?’


Stott glared at Joe Blunt and the great oaf looked as if he was going to burst into tears.


Jackie looked back at the policemen. ‘Don’t ask me … but you know Joe here, he’s a bit soft in the head. No accounting what he’ll get up to.’ He snapped back at his henchman, ‘What you bin doing, you great clart?’


Joe’s limping brain could hardly keep up with the turn of events.


‘Well, you told me to …’


‘Shurrup!’ cut in Jackie, quickly. ‘What’s it all about, Geordie?’ His eyes bored into the young man’s with such venomous warning, that Geordie got the message without difficulty.


He gulped. ‘Jus’ me an’ Joe having a bit o’ fun, you know.’


Leadbitter snorted. ‘The hell you were! Think I’m daft? Joe here had you down on the deck, putting the boot in.’


Both Joe and Geordie made loud, if unconvincing, denials until Jackie cut them off short.


‘Look, you damn fools, if you want horseplay, you go down to the gym in the morning, not foul up my boat, kicking up a row.’ He turned to the sergeant. ‘Sorry, sarge, but like I said, Joe’s a few ounces short when it comes to brains.’


Leadbitter sighed. ‘Do me a favour, Jackie … when I came in just now, I heard you mention a “duffing up” – so did the constable here. Brawling in public is an offence and I want to know why I shouldn’t book Joe here for disorderly behaviour, if not something worse.’


‘Geordie’s making no charge – are you, Geordie?’ snapped Stott, throwing a flaming look at the unfortunate George Armstrong. ‘And it was on the boat, which is private property. Not in the street or quayside, so why not drop it, eh?’


Ernie looked piercingly at Armstrong. ‘Are you making any complaint, Geordie? I know damn well that Joe was giving you the bum’s rush. What’s it all about?’


The young man looked fearfully at his employer, not at the police. ‘I’m making no charge, like Mr Stott says … it was all a bit o’ fun.’


Leadbitter grunted. He could make a case of it, he supposed, but was it worth it? It was private property, but in full public view. The fact that Geordie made no complaint was irrelevant in the case of a public nuisance. But he was sorry for the pathetic punch-drunk old boxer, and it was he who would be the only one to suffer if there were a prosecution. He had several previous convictions for violence – as had his boss, Jackie – and he would be sure to get a prison sentence with his record. Jackie was the one behind it and he would get off unscathed. Ernie decided it was better to add the information to their store against Stott, rather than victimise his strong-arm man.


‘I’ll have to report it in and see what action needs to be taken,’ he said rather pompously. ‘Let’s have no more messing about tonight – or any other night. You’ve got a licence to think of, Jackie, as we both well know. There’s lots of folks who’d be glad to see this hulk cleared off the river – and I’m one of ’em.’


He turned on his heel and walked out, Horace close behind. They walked through another zone of silence in the gaming room and up onto the deck.


Geordie Armstrong scuttled along close behind and vanished over the gangway before any more misfortune could overtake him.


Before Joe had lumbered out of the deck house, the officers were climbing down into their launch.


‘Watch it, Joe – keep your nose clean,’ called up Leadbitter as Horace cast off. ‘With the form you’ve got, you can’t afford to be up before the beaks too often.’


The diesel roared again as Horace pulled away from the Mississippi. The sergeant took the radio handset from a cubby hole and called up Control in distant South Shields.


‘Tyne Pol Control, D for Dog here, D for Dog. Resuming patrol after being off the air at the Ouseburn … any messages?’


A crackled negative reassured Ernie. He sat hunched in his seat alongside the stolid Horace and wondered what the hell the performance on Jackie’s boat had really been about.




Chapter Two


Back on the Mississippi, Jackie Stott was tearing into his henchman, who ineffectually tried to defend himself.


‘’Ow the ’ell was I to know there was a bloody copper looking over me shoulder?’


‘I didn’t tell you to half-kill him in full view of all Newcastle, did I?’ snarled Jackie. ‘I should ’a left you to go to a mental home, where you belong, Joe, instead of trying to look after you! My good nature will be the death of me one day.’


Joe Blunt looked like a faithful spaniel who had just collected a kick in the ribs from its master. ‘I’m sorry, honest … but Geordie tried to cut up rough after you told me to chuck him ashore.’


‘You never miss a chance to thump Geordie, do you, Joe!’


Stott stubbed his cigarette out angrily and snatched a camel-hair coat from the back of the door.


As Joe hurried to help him into it, he said, ‘I’m going through to the Bigg Market – I’ve got to talk to Thor Hansen about this business of Geordie.’


The club owner marched to the door and made a last plea before he opened it.


‘Now for God’s sake, try to keep out of trouble for the rest of the flaming night – you know the police are dying to get the drop on me for something.’


He hurried through the gaming room, giving nods to many of the regular patrons as he went. Joe lumbered after him, muttering promises of good behaviour, until he vanished over the gangway.


A few minutes later, Stott reached the city centre in his white Mercedes, stopping at a now sleeping parking meter in the cobbled area of the Bigg Market.


The Rising Sun Club occupied two floors above a furniture shop. The premises were narrow but deep, squeezed in between a public house and a tiny lane which led to a court containing another pub and the back entrance of a large multiple store.


Jackie strode up to the narrow entrance of the club with a proprietary swagger and ran up the steep stairs easily – though starting to run to fat, he was still a very powerful man. Over-eating and over-drinking had not yet made too many inroads into his strength and virility.


At the top was another door into a small foyer, where two small rooms were partitioned off. The first cubicle did duty both as cloakroom and sentry box.


‘Evening, sir.’


A tall, thin man with a harelip jumped up from a stool behind the cloakroom counter. This was Herbert Lumley, an old soldier who acted as doorman, cloakroom attendant and chucker-out.


Jackie grunted at him. ‘Where’s Hansen, Herb?’


‘I believe the manager is upstairs, sir – I saw him with Miss Laura a few minutes past.’


The straight-backed old fellow was a stickler for propriety. Once a sergeant in the Northumberland Fusiliers, he seemed out of place in a nightclub, until one saw him ejecting a bunch of troublemakers with a calm efficiency that showed the strength of both his character and his muscles.


Jackie pushed through the inner doors to meet a blast of warm air and the throb of a four-piece group on the low stage.


The big room on the first floor was given over to drinking, cabaret and dancing, in that order of importance. It was after Laura Levine’s first singing spot of the evening, but too early for the strip show.


Turning left, Jackie went up a second flight of stairs to the top floor. Here, another glass door led into the casino, but alongside it was a plain door fitted with a Chubb lock. This was his own flat, which shared the second floor with the gaming part of his establishment. There was even a secret peephole from his lounge into the casino, so that he could keep a personal eye on things.


As Stott let himself in, he heard a woman’s voice from the lounge.


He pushed open the lounge door and nodded at the two occupants. They were sitting as far apart as the room would allow, but only since his key had been heard in the lock.


‘Hi, Laura … hello, Thor. Let’s have a drink.’


He slumped down on to the settee and his big hand dropped possessively onto the woman’s thigh. He squeezed and she smiled mechanically at him.


‘How’s the Mississippi … much of a crowd tonight?’ Thor Hansen’s slight Danish accent contrasted with Jackie’s local one.


‘Crowd’s fair enough – but that blasted Geordie Armstrong is screwing it up for me!’


He half-turned and shot a queer look at Laura Levine, as if expecting some reaction from her. She looked back blankly at him from under her false black lashes and he buried his nose in the glass that Hansen handed him.


Thor brought another drink for the woman, then sat opposite with his own. ‘I told you he needed watching … better have him back up here, where we can keep an eye on him.’


Jackie snorted. ‘You may be needing a bloody magnifying glass to keep an eye on him, one of these days.’


‘What d’you mean?’ snapped Laura.


‘I mean that I’ll be tearing Geordie into little bits if I definitely catch him out.’ Again he gave her a suspicious look. Thor’s calculating eyes watched them both.


‘What’s Geordie been up to, then?’ She spoke nonchalantly, crossing her legs to escape Jackie’s caress.


He scowled at her. ‘Don’t you know?’


She ignored him and the Dane covered up the awkward moment with a question. ‘Joe has been making trouble, I guess?’


Stott threw down his whisky in one gulp and held out his glass for another. ‘Aye, Joe Blunt hates his guts all right. Tried to kick him into the Tyne tonight – in full view of the coppers, silly oaf!’


Thor Hansen’s blond eyebrows rose. He was a typical handsome Scandinavian; tall, slim, with a longish face and crisp fair hair.


‘Geordie’s been fiddling the wheel somehow,’ went on Stott, ‘I can’t figure out how he’s doing it and I can’t catch him at it, blast him!’


‘Are his takings down every night?’


‘Just a fraction – he’s not fool enough to try to twist the house much, but he’s soaking the mugs somehow, I’ll swear. I know the signs – a coupla new suits, bought himself a nearly new Cortina. Where the hell’s he gettin’ it, if he ain’t twisting the table?’


Laura Levine stretched herself back against the corner of the settee and curled her feet under her.


‘Perhaps he’s knocked over a bank or a wages van,’ she said languidly.


‘Very bloody funny!’ snapped Jackie. ‘He couldn’t knock over a blind beggar and steal his tin! Playing the wheel is all he’s got talent for – that and chasing birds,’ he added ominously. He glared at Laura again. ‘And another thing – has he been hanging around here, while I’ve been away in Middlesbrough?’


Thor’s face went blank and he stared at the opposite wall, but Laura came to life with a rush.


‘What the hell are you getting at, Jackie?’ she snapped furiously. ‘Ever since you came in, you’ve been insinuating something … are you going punchy, the same way as Joe Blunt?’


‘Look here, you bitch …’


‘Don’t you “bitch” me, Jackie Stott!’ she spat. ‘If you’re trying to make out that Geordie Armstrong and me are having it off, you must be off your bloody rocker. You’re bad enough, but him!’


‘Look, lay off or I’ll fetch you one around the ear!’ yelled the furious Jackie.


By way of reply, Laura pulled off one of her shoes and tried to hit him in the face with the stiletto heel. He parried it easily and slapped her face with a force that almost unhinged her head.


Thor sat with a pale, composed face while the other two fought, each pouring a steady stream of abuse at the other. The Dane was used to such scenes and, much as he disliked them, he had the sense to wait his opportunity without interfering.


This one was shorter than usual. The girl pulled away and stood barefooted, panting and enraged. She tried to straighten her dress and pushed her genuinely red hair back from her face.


‘You bastard – you’ve done that once too often,’ she gasped. ‘Look at the damned mess you’ve made of me and I’ve got my second number in a couple of minutes!’


Jackie grinned up at her from the settee, his bad humour gone. He had obviously enjoyed the fight, getting some mildly sadistic pleasure from it. ‘That’s my girl – red hair and green eyes! Go and get yourself a new dress tomorrow and charge it to me.’


‘Stuff your dress!’ she flared, pulling on her shoes. ‘I’m sleeping at my place tonight and don’t you damn well try to come around there.’


She stalked to the door leading to the bathroom and slammed it behind her.


Jackie leered at Thor Hansen. ‘I like a bit of spirit. I tell you, son, she’s tops at everything, not only singing … if I wasn’t already married, I wouldn’t mind making it legal one of these days.’


As his wife had deserted him ten years ago, this wouldn’t have been much of a problem to Jackie, but he had never bothered. Until recently, Laura either spent her nights at the flat in the Rising Sun or else Jackie went to the flat he had provided her with in Gosforth, just outside the city.


Thor had his own ideas about Laura and her accomplishments, but again he was wise enough to keep them well to himself. ‘What about this Geordie Armstrong business?’ he asked now.


He was a businessman through and through – anything that touched the profits of the clubs might eventually touch him, if things went as he planned. He was officially Jackie’s manager at the Rising Sun, but Stott leaned heavily on his know-how and advice for all his legitimate businesses. As well as this place in the Bigg Market, he had the Mississippi, a couple of betting shops in outlying towns and, on Hansen’s initiative, was just about to open a new and bigger nightclub at Middlesbrough.


Jackie tore his mind from thoughts of Laura’s body. ‘I’ll get Geordie myself – this time, I don’t need your help. He came from the gutter and that’s where he’ll damn well end up. I’d have given him the push tonight, only you know as well as I do that good croupiers are hard to come by – and Geordie is a good one, when he plays it straight.’


Hansen considered this for a moment. ‘If his pay-in is all right, why are you so dead against him? He can’t be cheating us, if he’s getting the normal rake-off for the house.’


Jackie’s bad humour began to gather again. ‘I just got a hunch! He may not be fiddling us direct, but somehow he’s skinning the mugs to his own advantage.’ He prodded the air with a finger the size of a sausage. ‘If we get, say sixty per cent of the cash the mugs bring in with them, then they share the other forty between them … that’s OK. But if another ten per cent is being switched into Geordie’s pocket, that’s bad business for us.’


‘But to do that, he’d have to have a partner hidden amongst the patrons.’ Hansen was too proper to use the word ‘mugs’.


Jackie nodded. ‘S’right! … and when I catch him, I’ll wrap his face around these.’ He held up a handful of great knuckles. ‘And the other hand will be for Geordie. If he’s got any sense, he’ll drop any funny business right now.’ He took another mouthful of neat whiskey. ‘But that’s not all – I think the little swine is after my Laura.’


Thor’s deadpan expression stayed put, while he faced Jackie, but as he turned to put down his glass, a fleeting smile crossed his face.
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