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This one is dedicated to the memory of my brother, John Michael Davis.
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The grinning skull was part of an almost completely preserved skeleton, which ruled out plague victim or any leftover from antiquity. There was no sign of any shred of clothing. When the corpse had landed on its back on a bed of dried mud and ancient refuse, it had been naked. Unless the corpse had been taking a bath at the moment the bomb fell, this most probably ruled out wartime blitz victim, although blast had been known to strip victims to the buff. The possibility could not be dismissed just yet.


But these factors the three experts in death absorbed almost subconsciously. What they were staring at in the glare of the arc-light was the yellow tinge on the bones and a similar discolouring of the surrounding area.


‘Slaked lime,’ said DS Dalton.


‘Indubitably,’ said Professor Dart.


‘Murder,’ said DCI Armstrong.




Behind every great fortune lies a great crime.


Honoré de Balzac
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BOOK ONE




Chapter One


While the British trooped wearily to the polls on 9 April 1992, at the end of an ill-tempered general election campaign, two men arrived at the front door of a middle-aged couple in the village of Colney Heath near the cathedral town of St Albans in the county of Hertfordshire. They had a tempting bundle of crisp, crackling fifty-pound notes in their hands, and had arrived in response to a Van for Sale advertisement in a magazine.


Acting out their roles as ordinary buyers, the men made a cursory inspection of the couple’s pale blue and white Ford transit, and made a brief pretence of haggling over the asking price.


But there was never any doubt that the vehicle was ideal for their wicked purpose and they determined to have it.


A deal was speedily struck – so speedily that it would be difficult but, as it proved in this case, not impossible for the couple later to identify the purchasers from photographs they were shown by officers of Britain’s anti-terrorist squad.


The cash was handed over in exchange for the keys and vehicle documents, and the satisfied couple waved the two men goodbye as they headed off towards the M25 orbital road.


As the unsuspecting vendors turned their backs and went indoors, a long period of anxiety and terror was about to begin for them.


For the two men, members of the Irish Republican Army from South Armagh – one believed to be a farmer in his mid-thirties and the other an electrician nine years his junior – twenty-four hours of intense, murderous activity, for which until this day they still have not been called to account, lay ahead.


They took their new purchase to a secure address somewhere on the twenty-mile drive into the north London suburbs. Here a crude bomb, weighing up to one ton and composed of a satanic mixture of fertilizer, fuel oil and ammonium nitrate, designed to produce a violent shockwave, was loaded into the back.


The following day was a Friday. Normally, the end-of-week exodus from the money-churning mills of the City of London’s financial district begins early and is completed by seven p.m. But not on 10 April.


The high-commission earners from the merchant banks and bond-trading floors were in euphoric mood. At that hour the pubs and wine bars were still doing brisk business as the lingerers celebrated the unexpected election victory of the Conservative Party, which had hitherto left them free to trade hindered by minimal regulatory shackles.


Later, on that early-spring evening, the two Irishmen carefully parked the van outside the Baltic Exchange, a heavily ornamented Edwardian building in St Mary Axe in the heart of the City. Security cameras positioned on neighbouring buildings caught the two hurrying away, heads down in their hooded anoraks to frustrate identification.


When the pair were safely clear of the area an imprecise warning was telephoned to railway staff across the River Thames at Waterloo station.


Twenty minutes later, at nine-twenty-five p.m. and before the threatened City area had been accurately pinpointed by the police, the van exploded with devastating effect.


A crater fifteen feet deep was instantly created in the roadway, revealing traces of an old Roman road and tearing out sewage and water pipes, gas lines and electric cables as if a crazed surgeon had gone to work on a supine patient’s entrails. The Baltic Exchange seemed to bloat under the force of the blast and then shatter. The front doorman, aged forty-nine and working overtime, was instantly killed, as was a fifteen-year-old girl waiting in a car for her father, and a twenty-nine-year-old securities dealer, who had been drinking with his colleagues.


The appalling blast roared through the narrow grey canyons, gathering debris and spreading out to thunder against some three hundred buildings, shattering stone, brick and marble, and sending millions of glass shards hissing through the air.


Inside the multi-storey buildings, the raging beast of dust-thick air plucked down false ceilings and ducting systems, swept desks, filing cabinets, computers and late workers against far walls.


That night, ninety-one of them were injured.




Chapter Two


During the following few days the press and television newscasts carried many pictures of the devastation to the City’s more outstanding buildings and those occupied by the most famous companies – the Commercial Union building, the NatWest Tower, the Hong Kong & Shanghai Bank, the Union Bank of Switzerland among them.


The cameras also pointed sadly at the almost total ruin of St Helen’s Church, which had stood for nearly seven centuries in Bishopsgate, having survived the Great Fire of London in 1666 and the German Luftwaffe’s bombing campaigns during the 1939–45 war.


Apart from its Nigerian owners and tenants, no one fretted overmuch at the damage to nearby Abura House, an undistinguished post-war structure of seven storeys in multi-occupation, the tenants including an American bond dealer, a venture-capital group and the Nigerians themselves, who seemed to have interests in many spheres.


When it was originally raised on blitz ruins in 1955 as offices for HM Customs and Excise, Abura House had been named Fletcher Hall, marking the site where in medieval times had existed a guild of fletchers or arrow-makers.


In the sixties, the building had proved too small and inconvenient for the customs men and they had moved on. The building then underwent several changes of ownership and usage, and in the early eighties the weather-worn blue plastic panelling of the façade, which had been inspired by the decorative ideas of the Festival of Britain back in 1951, was replaced by modern glass curtaining and an updated marble entrance hall and canopy.


After the facelift, the original builder would not have recognized the place.


This fact was later to have extraordinary repercussions that no one could have foreseen.


In an assessment of the IRA devastation, bomb damage experts noted that these post-war structures may have lost their fragile façades in the blast, but the steel-and-concrete skeletons beneath had withstood the thunderclap much better than the older buildings, with their timber floors and internal plaster walls.


So the Nigerians now had on their hands a sturdy skeletal building that remained uninhabitable while they sought compensation from insurance and government sources. At first they were content to await the arrival of their money and use it to restore the building to its pre-bomb state and function. During this hiatus they were pleasantly surprised to be approached by the Montemar Bank of Spain and asked, ‘Why bother? We need a foothold in London. Leave the reconstruction to us.’


The Nigerians received a sum considerably in excess of what their own surveyors had said Abura House intacta was worth on the current property market, and happily allowed themselves to be bought out.


The directors of the Montemar Bank of Spain were lying to the Nigerians. They had no intention of restoring Abura House. They immediately ordered the drawing up of plans to demolish the building, excavate the site to provide underground parking and erect a state-of-the-art architectural showpiece of twenty-two storeys above ground.


Finalizing these plans and having them accepted by the demanding City of London Corporation’s Planning and Transportation Committee and English Heritage took three years. Finally, in 1997, the scaffolding and the blue plastic dust screens went up and the forty-two-year-old bomb-blasted building was poised to come down.




Chapter Three


Before demolition of Abura House began, there had been an extremely distasteful incident – carefully kept out of the newspapers – involving the City Corporation and the construction tycoon, Vernon Gatling, who had failed to win the demolition and reconstruction contract.


The last time Gatling had figured in the list of Britain’s richest men his fortune had been put at £460 million. These lists were always wildly inaccurate, since they were composed by journalists taking desperate guesses when they could not access the true figures. But there was no disputing that, give a million or two, Vernon was awesomely rich.


He was not, however, entirely a self-made man. His father Frank (always known as Gunner, a reference to the famous Gatling gun with which he, incidentally, had no family connection) had first made significant family money from post-war demolition and reconstruction. From this foundation Vernon had created an international construction empire and had broadened out into the building and ownership of hotels, holiday resorts, shopping malls and skyscrapers. The so-called Gatling SkyCities in New York, Chicago and Rio de Janeiro were his monuments.


Vernon was aggressive – as aggressive as any American. For a while he’d revelled in notoriety in America for a headline feud with the city fathers of Beverly Hills in Los Angeles. He’d shocked the filmland enclave by producing the blueprint for yet another Gatling SkyCity with a proposed site on a corner of Rodeo Drive. He must have known he was pissing in the Santa Ana wind, though, and that the usual bungs to officials would not work: the city fathers had never yet made an exception to the zoning laws permitting such a high-rise building in Beverly Hills. The construction industry suspected the whole farce was a case of Vernon Gatling having fun to keep boredom at bay. He had made his pile through dogged drive and head-down determination, and conflict played an essential role in his amusements.


From early on in his confrontation with the City of London Corporation, it was apparent that Vernon was, once again, pissing in the wind, although on this occasion there was no fun on his agenda.


Deeper passions, as yet unsuspected, were in play.


He as good as accused City of London planning officials of accepting favours to use undue influence with the Spaniards and their architects to steer the Abura House contract towards a rival.


The three Common Councillors, who comprised the unofficial court of inquiry, were puzzled. Vernon Gatling’s tender to the Spanish bank’s architects had been received six weeks past the deadline. That wasn’t his gung-ho style at all. When they summoned him to the Guildhall, he arrived in a truculent mood flanked by two lawyers who appeared less than happy with their client’s stance and their brief. On his behalf, they demanded that the whole bidding process be taken back to the beginning, with the existing contracts declared null and void while Vernon Gatling’s accusations of collusion between the successful construction rival and the Corporation officials were further investigated.


Apart from being affronted by the slur on the good name of their officers, Corporation members were baffled by the tycoon’s vehemence. After all, given the size and extent of Gatling’s global operations and holdings, the new building in Bishopsgate was minor league, even taking into account that the Corporation had upped the plot-ratio in line with its policy to prepare the City for global competition.


At the confrontation Gatling banged the table in a bullying manner not appreciated by the City gentlemen. The glass tumbler covering the neck of a water jug jumped and rattled.


‘Would you kindly not do that,’ said the chairman icily. ‘With all your experience of the construction industry, Mr Gatling, I simply don’t understand why on this occasion you were so laggardly with your tender.’


‘When the work was put out, I was bluesail fishing off Cuba with my daughter,’ said Gatling irritably. ‘My contracts people simply failed to appreciate the significance of Abura House, which has undergone considerable alteration in recent years. Until I returned and spotted its exact address on the published tender documents, I had not linked the property with its original name – Fletcher Hall. After all, it was a long time ago.’


‘What was a long time ago, Mr Gatling?’ The chairman struggled to be patient with him.


‘When my father let me build it. Fletcher Hall was the first time he trusted me to take charge of a large construction project. I was only twenty years old.’


‘You’re telling us,’ said the chairman slowly, ‘that the building is of great sentimental importance to you?’


‘Yes, that’s it,’ said Vernon Gatling, nodding vigorously. ‘Enormous sentimental importance. I really should be the one to put a new building on that site. Tradition and all that . . .’


The committee members were a study in incredulity. The chairman said explosively, ‘Mr Gatling, nursing a sentimental attachment to a building is one thing and quite understandable. Most of us save that for our old schools. But taking it so far as to impugn the integrity of officers of the City Corporation in order to get your own way is totally unacceptable.


‘You have produced nothing but unsubstantiated rumours of the flimsiest nature and we have dutifully squandered our time looking into them. Unless you and your advisers have anything more germane to offer, this committee intends to terminate this inquiry forthwith. Enough of our energies have been wasted on this slur. We must insist that you withdraw your allegations. Your legal advisers must have told you that what you have implied is actionable and we will not hesitate to grant our officers permission to initiate such proceedings as they see fit.’


The trio watched cold-eyed as Gatling’s lawyer leaned over and whispered into his ear. The face of the tycoon grew grimmer and his lips compressed. Across the mahogany, they could see the blood disappearing from his tightening nostrils and hear his teeth grating.


Finally, they watched him stomp off to a side room to confer with his unhappy mouthpieces. The committee waited.


On Vernon’s return, they observed him attempting to rearrange his menacing face to appear chastened. The look did not come easily. Massive wealth means never having to say you’re sorry.


But now Vernon spread his arms in a gesture of surrender. ‘All right, gentlemen, I admit I got carried away.’ He attempted a boyish grin. ‘My advisers are right and I am wrong. I withdraw without reservation anything I said that reflects on the Corporation and its servants. It’s just that Fletcher Hall is so close to my heart and the honour of building the new one would give me immense pleasure. Is there any remaining prospect of a review of the tenders?’


The chairman shook his head. ‘I’m afraid not, Mr Gatling. We have satisfied ourselves that our officers have behaved correctly at all times and that the winning contractors are qualified to carry out the work in accordance with City of London building regulations. We have no cause to intervene on your behalf with the Montemar Bank of Spain. The matter is closed.’ The chairman snapped shut his file. ‘I would add that it is in everyone’s best interest that this unhappy business is buried and forgotten.’


Much later, when a young writer named Gervase Meredith was floundering with the research for Vernon Gatling’s unofficial biography and had prised out of a member of the City Corporation committee an account of these proceedings, that last remark assumed a haunting resonance.


The fracas with the City Corporation meant little in itself. Just another spoilt bigshot who, for once, couldn’t have everything his own way.


No one at the time detected the desperation that lay behind Vernon Gatling’s ill-judged slander of the Corporation’s officials.


In truth, he nursed as much sentimentality for Fletcher Hall as he would for the rebuilding of a public lavatory.




BOOK TWO




Chapter One


Sometimes late at night when only insomniacs are watching, or in the afternoon when mothers and the unemployed have joined the glum television audience, it is possible to catch a repeat screening of the first of the celebrated Ealing comedies. It is called Hue and Cry.


In 1946 Laurence Varnish saw the black and white film eight times at the Elephant and Castle picture-house in South London when it was first released. He was in it.


Naturally, Larry Varnish never bought a ticket. Like all his mates, he’d creep round to the side of the cinema alongside the railway arches where the ticket-buying mugs queued out of the rain, insert his wire hook into the crack between the emergency double doors, draw it upwards, snag the inside push-bar and tug until the doors clicked open. Then, in a commando crawl that he’d seen in many a war movie, he’d slither into the auditorium and surface, a picture of boyish innocence, comfortably ensconced in a red plush sixpenny seat.


This was known to one and all as Bunking In. What else were the kids to do? There was no money about.


The tactic did not always succeed. If the po-faced box-office lady in her smart crimson uniform said she’d sold only a dozen tickets for the early show, and the manager could see even in the gloom that there were at least twenty people in the auditorium, he did not have to look far for an explanation. Then all hell would break out as the young street-rakers ran every which way to avoid his wrath.


If you were unlucky enough to feel his Frankenstein grip on your shoulder before you could charge headlong at the exit door and burst forth into daylight and freedom, you could accept the good hiding – what was ‘good’ about it? young Larry wanted to know – or accompany the fuming manager to his office while he summoned the police. No kid in his right mind took this option. The police meant angry parents. The police meant an appearance at the Tower Bridge juvenile court. The police meant Borstal, if you had previous convictions. You took the walloping.


The miserable old sod of a manager didn’t even give the third option – which you were offered across the road at the rival Trocadero cinema – of doing penance by taking the Brasso and yellow rags and polishing the circle rails and the long narrow ashtrays screwed to the backs of the seats. Cleaning staff were hard to come by in 1946.


Larry was neither walloped nor arrested. When the ushers’ torches began criss-crossing the stalls seats, like the wartime searchlights of recent memory, seeking out the young miscreants as if they were Heinkel bombers, he knew it was time to forget his special movie for a while and concentrate on personal survival.


Larry could leap those curving rows of plush chairs like a champion hurdler while the manager and his staff, wrong-footed at every aisle, cursed as the little will-o’-the-wisp ducked and dived, jumped and scampered and fell unwelcomed into legitimate patrons’ laps before breasting the exit doors with the kamikaze’s cry, ‘Banzai!’ This last was not particularly appropriate but what did Larry care? The triumphant howl sounded good.


And the hurdling was excellent training for similar encounters that were to come later when the City of London police had come to identify him as Vanishing Larry.


Despite all the obstacles put in his way, Vanishing Larry was still able to bunk in at evening performances and disappear into audiences too big for the manager to count by the light of the flickering movie.


‘Here I come,’ he’d hiss at his mates, giving them a few moments’ warning as the screen showed a mob of street urchins charging along Bankside where Shakespeare had once toiled, and up on to Southwark Bridge. Larry remembered so well Mr Crichton, that funny bloke who was the director, shouting, ‘Run, you little buggers, run!’


Take after take they had run their hearts out for him, supposedly in pursuit of a gang of villains, although no one had bothered fully to explain the plot at the time. He’d had to wait until the picture reached the Elephant and Castle for that.


And in the scampering mob of local kids, who’d been hired as extras for a shilling a run, you could catch just one glimpse of Larry’s slum-pale face, mouth open in a shout (probably ‘Banzai!’ but the soundtrack was later redubbed) as he whizzed past the camera at a distance of eight feet.


‘I’m a blinking star – just like Errol Flynn,’ Larry would declare, to a chorus of farts and other rude expressions from his mates.


Larry had just left school at fourteen and was hauling beer crates at Barclay Perkins’ brewery, a few yards down the road from where he’d had his moment of movie glory.


What with the upset of the war, his dad away in the Kate Carney, and one thing and another, no one had bothered overmuch to see that Larry Varnish emerged from the school system fully rounded for citizenship. But at least he could read and write, and he was bright enough to know that there must be more to life than hauling crates and the promise of all the free beer he could drink on the brewery premises – when he was old enough.


Sometimes there were long delays between camera set-ups while Hue and Cry was being filmed, and cast, crew and extras would idle away the time in the shell of a bombed Thames-side building on the north-east end of Southwark Bridge where the film’s climax was to be shot. One of the actors, a cropped-haired man playing a plain-clothes copper, was popular with the street urchins. He made them laugh with his stories. He knew Will Hay and George Formby.


But it wasn’t this acquaintance with the popular film comics of the day that grabbed Larry’s attention. The geezer seemed to know a lot about London. He sat on the river wall, pointing out the house where Sir Christopher Whatsisname, the bloke who built St Paul’s Cathedral, had lived, the spot where Shakespeare’s plays, none of which Larry had ever seen, had first been staged, and a boozer, the Anchor, that had a secret bolthole for smugglers behind the sliding oak panelling of an upstairs room. The tide, as brown as Mum’s Oxo gravy, was ebbing, and the actor pointed out a couple of barefooted boys foraging in the mudflats on the far side of the Thames. ‘They’re called mudlarks. They’re looking for old coins, anything from the past.’


Then the actor, who was a bit on the flowery side when he wasn’t being a stern upholder of the law in the movie, did something that was to seal Vanishing Larry Varnish’s fate. He scuffed the heel of his size ten Metropolitan Police-issue boot into the dirt alongside the river and said dreamily, ‘Who knows what tales the shades of the Romans beneath our feet would have to tell if only they could?’


Larry was genuinely flummoxed. Romans? What Romans? From what he’d seen in the movies, the Romans were a bunch of Eyeties who ponced around showing their knees and racing chariots. What had they to do with London?


Larry voiced his bafflement. ‘You’re having me on. We had the Normans not the Romans. That’s what they told us at school. Battle of Hastings – ten sixty-six.’


The actor laughed. ‘You must have gone to a funny school,’ he said, not unkindly. ‘The Normans are practically newcomers. Long before them, the Romans practically founded this place – Londinium, they called it. They were here for more than four hundred years.’


Larry didn’t give him an argument, which he might have done if it had been one of his own mates. The actor had a posh voice, which meant he knew what he was talking about. The man dug his heel in again. ‘Almost anywhere around here, if you went down deep enough, you’d find the evidence.’


‘What kind of evidence? Dead bodies?’ asked Larry. He felt a stirring, a whisper of interest as if phantoms were already rising from the earth, tugging at his newly acquired long trousers – his long ’uns – to claim his attention.


The actor patted the pudding basin haircut that Larry’s mum gave him every three weeks and said gently, ‘No, my boy. They’d be merely bits of bone by now. “Golden lads and girls all must, as chimney-sweepers, come to dust.”’


‘Blimey!’ said Larry, impressed at the vibrant delivery. ‘So what would you find then?’


Oh, masonry, crockery, pots, burial urns, that sort of thing.’


‘No treasure?’ Larry was disappointed.


‘Some. Jewellery. Coins. The occasional Roman miser’s hoard, I daresay. In fact, there’s an ideal opportunity to look – probably the only chance there ever will be – right now.’


‘How’s that, mister?’


The actor made a sweeping motion with his hand. ‘Look around you and weep for the imperial splendour that is gone. Since the blitz, the City of London has lain mostly in ruins, waiting for the money to rebuild. They brought in Italian and German prisoners-of-war to clear the surface rubble and dump it in Essex – which seems an appropriate role for Essex. The last POWs have just been sent home and, until the rebuilding begins, Londinium lurks temptingly just beneath our feet.’




Chapter Two


After the film-crew had wrapped for the day and Larry had trudged home to the Buildings for his tea, he told his parents what the actor had said about the Romans. His father immediately told him the joke about the Italian tanks that had only one forward but five reverse gears and his mum said, ‘You be careful of them actors. Bunch of nancy-boys.’


Like Larry himself, neither parent had any notion that the Romans had ever been in London. His mum said, ‘You’re as daft as your father. You want to wake your ideas up, sonny Jim.’ Then wistfully to her spouse, whom she had just insulted but who was serenely rolling a fag with the aid of his Rizla machine, she added, “Do you remember, in the silent movie days, when I took my mum to the Canterbury to see Ben Hur? The silly old cow thought the thing was real. She really showed me up. She screamed so much I had to take her outside. She said that Ramon Novarro could have made a fallen woman of her any time he liked!’


The boy could see he had failed to impress with his newly acquired historical knowledge so he shut up. But his imagination had begun to stir.


The following Sunday, Larry crossed the Thames from the south side and took a stroll around the City. He had been raised in a townscape torn asunder by war and hardly noticed the ruins any more. Now, looking closer, the place was as the actor had described – acre upon acre of empty sites, with cellars laid bare, and shattered office blocks, warehouses, shops and churches. Here and there, the remnants of a building were identified by a small plaque erected by its pre-war occupants. The offered information somehow did more than the sight of the ruins themselves to make Larry sad. He was just beginning to be aware of the bustling life that had existed around him when he was a baby, and which had all been untimely snuffed out.


The war had been over for almost a year but you could still catch in your nostrils the whiff of damp, crumbling mortar and the acrid tang of sundered iron gas-pipes. Chickweed, London Pride and other anarchic plants were pushing up everywhere. Not that Larry could identify any of them. He was a child of the Smoke. He knew tomato plants, because his father attempted to cultivate them in window-boxes, and orange blossom, because his mum had her wedding headdress wrapped in tissue paper on top of the wardrobe, but that was the extent of Larry’s horticultural knowledge.


The streets were deathly quiet. Apart from the presence of caretakers and the nightly detail of guardsmen at the Bank of England, in 1946 there were few surviving City buildings in residential occupation.


In Cornhill, Larry came across an intriguing sight. He leaned on a low brick wall and for a while watched a small group of young people, not much older than himself, working in what had once been the basement of an office block. They had marked off areas with lines of pegged string and were carefully cutting a series of narrow trenches across the former basement floor, scraping tentatively with bricklayers’ trowels or using small stiff-bristle brushes to clear away surface earth.


A makeshift card nailed to a wooden post told passers-by that they were watching volunteers with the Roman and Medieval London Excavation Council at work.


Larry was disgusted. What a bunch of pussyfooting wankers. They’d never find a Roman at that rate. They needed a squib up ’em. He felt like shouting, ‘Get some picks and shovels, you daft buggers, and put some elbow grease into it!’ but thought better of it.


As if Larry’s indignation had been carried on telepathic waves, a young man took up a mattock and began hacking at the packed earth. That’s more like it, thought Larry, an idea forming.


Larry’s imagination had been fired by the actor in a manner that none of his schoolteachers had ever achieved. He had gazed across the Thames and shivered. He’d had a similar thrill before the war when his mum took him to a pantomime at the Lyceum up West. One minute he’d been gazing at what he thought was a solid curtain and then something wonderful had happened. Coloured spotlights had been switched on and the curtain – gauze he could now see – became invisible. Beyond it lay a magical kingdom of castles and gingerbread houses with twinkling lamps. And now across the Thames another light had been switched on. He marvelled in his mind’s eye at the charging chariots, the plumed helmets and dazzling armour of the centurions, the imperial columns of the palaces, the coliseo and towers of Ancient Rome he had seen at the pictures. Larry was entranced.


He had a long, hard think on the walk back home by way of London Bridge. A day later he joined the public library just round the corner from the Jolly Gardeners where his uncle Teddy had been playing in a darts’ competition when the doodlebug hit and killed them all. The lady librarian was amused at this Cockney youth’s inchoate thirst for Roman London and found him the right dusty books. Larry was particularly interested in anything with illustrations.


‘Wonders’ll never cease!’ said his dad, when Larry arrived home with four formidable volumes. Larry grinned self-consciously and retreated to his bedroom, where the pictures of the Millwall football team in their baggy shorts gazed down from the walls.


‘The little bugger’s up to something,’ said Mr Varnish darkly to his wife.


Which, in a way, was true.




Chapter Three


Larry soon learned the difference between Roman and Saxon coinage, what a wall faced with Kentish rag-stone suggested, that storage pots were called amphorae, what form an apsidal structure took or an hypocaust. He was particularly keen on the coins and the photographs of museum-quality necklaces, amulets and bangles.


Much later, after he went missing, everyone agreed – often reluctantly – that untutored Vanishing Larry Varnish had an uncanny feel for the historical landscape, a sensitivity that could not be taught in any university lecture hall. He simply had the same God-given gift that had led the Victorian hustler, Heinrich Schliemann, to the mound of earth that turned out to be the lost city of Troy.


Everyone also agreed that if Larry had received a decent formal education he would have ended up as a professor of archaeology instead of what he became – a mystery.


Larry continued to check out the advance of the small trenches across the Cornhill site and one Monday morning he set the alarm and was on the five-thirty a.m. tram, among the boisterous charladies who were on their way up to the City to scrub and polish the offices and marble halls that had survived the bombing. The chars were a randy lot. His torch and trowel almost fell out of his second-hand battle blouse when Big Fran, a blonde heavyweight old enough to be his mother, took a handful of his crotch without a by-your-leave while the rest of the fruity cows in their knotted headscarves laughed and cheered. Vanishing Larry Varnish was a nice-looking boy with his shining eyes and a body that was becoming very manly, what with that crate-lifting and all.


It was still dark when Larry slipped over the wall in Cornhill and picked his way towards the trenches. If he expected to find treasure, he was disappointed. But his torch beam alighted upon four decorative coloured tiles that were still in situ and he did not hesitate to get his trowel under them and prise them out. Some pieces of terracotta pottery had been placed in a cardboard box and he took those, too. Then he went to a caff for his breakfast before moving on to a day’s hard graft at the brewery.


That evening he heated the glue pot his dad used when he was repairing the family’s shoes and, on his mum’s kitchen table, tried in vain to make a whole pot of the pieces the way he had seen it illustrated in the books the lady librarian had found for him. Half the bits were missing.


The tiles seemed a better bet. He cleaned them off and took them to the Caledonian market. No one wanted to know.


‘There’s no call for ’em, son,’ said a trader in cutlery.


‘But they’re genuine Roman,’ said Larry. ‘They’re very historical.’


‘Historical. Hysterical. Who cares?’


Finally, Larry found a trader, touched by the boy’s fervent enthusiasm, who lent a sympathetic ear. ‘Anything Roman, take it to McKintock’s of Pimlico,’ he advised.


Hamish McKintock’s shop was an establishment in Lupus Street. ‘Antiques’ was painted in Tudor script on the fascia board, but peering through the grey grime of the windows all Larry could see was junk furniture piled high.


A bell tinkled as he stepped inside and a portly man in an alpaca jacket and polka-dot bow-tie emerged from a back room. Larry handed him the tiles for inspection. ‘They’re Roman, mister. Guaranteed.’


McKintock shot him a sideways glance. ‘Hmm. Guaranteed, are they? By whom?’


‘By me, sir.’


The dealer smiled indulgently. ‘Now how can a young feller-me-lad like you guarantee any such thing?’


Larry hesitated. This was trickier than he had anticipated.


McKintock stood waiting, the tiles in his hands. His striped shirt had double cuffs and gold links.


Finally, Larry admitted, ‘I dug ’em up on a bomb site.’


‘Ah,’ said McKintock. He added, ‘You’d better come in here and tell me all about it.’


The man led Larry into his office and shut the door. On the cluttered desk was a black Bakelite telephone. Larry eyed it with alarm. ‘Don’t worry,’ said McKintock, reading his expression, ‘we’ll keep the police out of this.’


Over the next twenty minutes, the dealer wormed the story of Larry’s new-found obsession from him. ‘I thought I’d try to make some money out of it,’ he ended lamely. ‘I thought I’d be a sort of mudlark – but on land instead of up to my arse in mud in the river.’


McKintock shook his head in an understanding way, but he said, ‘Well, you haven’t made much of a start. These tiles are practically worthless. I couldn’t give you more than five shillings for the four.’


Larry was shocked. ‘But they’re Roman.’ The words had become a mantra.


‘Yes, they are,’ said McKintock. ‘But you have a great deal to learn. Not everything Roman is valuable. As it is, I’m being more than generous. There’s a man at the Guildhall Museum who rejoices in the title of Inspector of Excavations. But he’s known to one and all as Old Tuppenny. Do you know why that is?’


Larry shook his head. ‘I haven’t the faintest, mister. I’ve only just started in this game. Why’s he called that?’


‘Because,’ said Mr McKintock, leaning forward and tapping Larry knowingly on the tip of his nose, ‘he’s a swindler. He tours the sites where builders’ workmen are digging and he offers them a reward for anything of interest they might find. And that reward is always just two miserly copper pennies, which they take gratefully because most of them are bog Irish or illiterate or both and don’t know any better.


‘Look here,’ he said, pulling down a volume from a sagging shelf. He flipped the pages and turned the book towards Larry.


‘If you want to make a career out of plundering historic sites, you’d best get to know what to look for. These are engravings of the Roman emperors. I take it you have no Latin?’


‘That’s what they spoke, isn’t it?’


‘Yes. And wrote.’


McKintock looked into Larry’s unlined and guileless face in silence for a while as if he were trying to come to a decision. Larry felt his bum begin to itch under the searching gaze and he shifted uneasily in his seat. Finally, the dealer said, ‘Can I trust you, Larry? I mean really trust you?’


‘Oh, absolutely, sir. You can rely on me.’


‘Have you ever been in trouble with the police?’


‘No, sir. I swear.’


‘If you’ve lied, I’ll find out . . .’


‘On my mother’s life,’ said Larry.


‘Right, then. I’m going to take a chance on you. I can see that you’re a very shrewd boy. You’ve quite correctly recognized the potential for the discovery of relics that the bombing has created. The trouble is that the museums are greedy. They want it all for themselves. There’s no room for the poor old private buyer – and he’s the chap I’m here to help.’


Larry was watching Mr McKintock’s hands. He’d never seen such well-shaped, clean nails, not even on a girl. Now one immaculate nail on a forefinger was tapping the cover of the book he had taken down. ‘I’m going to lend this reference work to you. I want you to take it home and look after it. You’ll find it a great help in identifying any coins you may dig up. You won’t be able to read the Latin inscriptions but if you compare the heads stamped on the coins with the engraved heads in the book you should be able to identify the emperor in whose reign the coin was minted.’


Larry said, ‘Oh, that’s terrific. I can come to you then?’


‘You’ll come to me with everything,’ said Mr McKintock, staring Larry straight in the eye in a fashion that again made him uneasy. ‘You stay clear of Old Tuppenny. Besides coins I’m looking for figurines – little statuettes – glassware and jewellery. Roman women in London often wore gold fertility symbols in the shape of men’s cocks round their necks. They have a modest value.’ He turned a page. ‘See, here’s a photograph of one dug up in Colchester.’


Larry blushed.


‘As for the coins, they’ll most likely be from the reign of Nero – you know, the chap who is supposed to have fiddled while Rome burned, although I have my doubts – Trajan, Vespasian or Claudius. The Claudians won’t be worth a dime a dozen. He reigned for thirteen years and the mints churned out coins by the million. The most valuable are the scarcest, the ones minted during the shortest reigns. For instance, look for an emperor named Galba. He managed to hold on to his title for only eight months.’


‘Blimey,’ said Larry. ‘What was it – cancer?’


‘Cold steel,’ said Mr McKintock. ‘Bumped off by his own soldiers because he forgot to pay their wages. Which reminds me . . .’


The dealer took out his wallet and extracted a big floppy white five-pound note. Larry had seen them before but never actually handled one. It was three times what he earned each week at Barclay Perkins.


Mr McKintock handed it to him. ‘You can shut your mouth,’ he said. ‘It’s quite genuine. Unlike the Emperor Servius Sulpicius Galba, I believe in paying my troops.’


Larry gulped. ‘Wow! Thanks, mister.’


‘But don’t run away with the idea that those tiles are worth anything like a fiver. This is what you might call an encouragement. In an unofficial way you are working for me now. It’s our secret. If you get caught you don’t know me. Agreed?’




Chapter Four


This dead world was too much for Larry Varnish to take in at one go but he had the books and he was a quick learner. Thus began his lone assault on the sixth of the City of London’s acreage that had been made uninhabitable by the bombing.


He journeyed regularly across the river on the charladies’ all-night trams and speedily built up a collection of hand tools that he cached in the hulk of a fire-blackened insurance company headquarters near the Mansion House.


At first, he followed the progress of the legitimate archaeological teams, even breaking into their locked huts to use their tools instead of going to the bother of collecting his own. But the archaeological programme was underfunded and understaffed and excruciatingly slow in uncovering whatever lay beneath the basement floors that now lay open to the skies. In his nocturnal raids Larry was not so inhibited by the rigours of science and scholarship. He dug in with a fury and filched more tiles and mosaic, some clay pipes and some damaged green-glass flasks that were actually medieval rather than Roman, and on one glorious occasion a handful of third-century coins of modest value.


Mr McKintock had instructed him in the do-it-yourself method of cleaning these. Larry took his mum’s caustic soda from under the kitchen sink and made a solution in which to soak the more corroded of the ragged-edged coins. For those that were tarnished rather than corroded, he had a more surprising method. He took a bottle of his dad’s Guinness and poured it on.


‘I’ll be blowed,’ said dad. ‘I hope you’ve got the price of another bottle.’


Larry had. McKintock was not paying him a fortune but the extra bunce certainly encouraged him to press on.


Inevitably, the archaeologists began wailing that their sites were being plundered by unknown vandals and the City of London police were alerted to keep a lookout. In the early hours of one March morning, the culprit was hacking vigorously at the earth alongside the remnants of a Roman wall near Cripplegate when the beam of a torch fell upon him.


‘Oi! What are you doing there, you little fucker?’ bellowed a uniformed policeman from the road up above. Larry grabbed his tools, yelled, ‘Banzai!’ and took it on the toes across the wasteland.


Over the following months the coppers became quite used to the shout of ‘Banzai!’ as Larry took flight. He hopped and leaped from one ruin to the next like a demented gazelle, racing nimbly along tottering walls and down alleyways of ankle-twisting loose stones. Early on, he arrived at a comforting truth: the coppers were reluctant to follow because it would bugger up their nice shiny boots. And the malefactor wasn’t exactly a master criminal who was going to earn them a commissioner’s commendation.


Nevertheless, the cops did not give up entirely. On another occasion he was ambushed as he came up on to the pavement. In their high helmets, City of London policemen towered seven feet and more, and cast monstrously elongated shadows under the street-lamps. That is what saved Larry. The tip of the lurking copper’s shadow touched him and instantly alerted him to imminent danger. He began running for dear life and the cop managed only to catch him with one painful clout around the head from his rolled waterproof cape before Larry leaped a wall and made his escape. He shouted ‘Banzai!’ even though his lungs were screaming for mercy. He had become a lover of tradition.


Around this time the exploits of the young buccaneer became a topic of conversation among the cops and the Guildhall museum people. He was beginning to make his mark in their lives. Consequently, the beat coppers were ordered to keep a sharper eye out for the nimble rascal, and soon Larry realized that the authorized diggings were becoming too hot for his nefarious activities. He had to find sites of his own.


He turned to his hunters for the solution. He prowled the City of London Museum until he found a map of third century AD Roman London with an overlay showing the townscape of the 1940s. He made a rough sketch. None of the staff gave him a second glance. He appeared to be just another scruffy student.


With this as his guide, Larry began to select the most promising sites for a dig. And now that Schliemann-like instinct came fully into play. He chose only spots shielded from the road and where the concrete floors of the bombed buildings were already cracked. On his first burrowings into the ground he came up with a battered marble bust of what looked to him like a ringleted cherub. Mr McKintock gave him £15 for it. A fortune.


Stone urns and the occasional time-worn figurine followed, along with eroded spearheads, bone knives and a regular supply of coins, all correctly patinated. Larry couldn’t believe how careless the Romans had been with their money. Mr McKintock told him, ‘Most of it was hidden, not lost. The Romans in London had a great deal of trouble with the Christians and then the Saxons,’ he explained.


‘Wankers,’ said Larry.


‘Indeed,’ said Mr McKintock, fishing in his wallet for Larry’s whack.




Chapter Five


In 1952, when Larry was nineteen, the authorities were finally able to put a name to the young pest.


Larry, haring across the desolation, was still too fast for the puffing, heavy-booted coppers so one night they brought in the dogs who’d been on the way back to the kennels after chasing burglars in Temple Gardens. The mutts cornered him when he was on the way to his tool cache. ‘It wasn’t bleeding fair,’ an aggrieved Larry said later.


One large Alsatian clamped his mouth around his sleeve and wrestled him to the ground. Larry was terrified. He had a desperate vision of the dog bounding away with his much-cherished forearm in his mouth. He wasn’t to know that the animal had been trained not to bite hard unless you gave him trouble. ‘Gerroff!’ he screamed. ‘Help! Get him off!’


The cops stood back watching and laughing until Larry wet himself. Having taught him a lesson they hauled him to his feet and off to the cells. They were chagrined to find that he was empty-handed. They thought of stitching him up by planting some tools about his person so that he could be charged with ‘going equipped’ for housebreaking but the dog-handler was a bit of a nark, keen for promotion and keeping his nose clean, so they decided not to risk it. Instead, Larry appeared before the Guildhall magistrates on the lesser charge of trespass.


A begrimed Larry mumbled a plea of guilty.


‘Anything known?’ asked the head beak.


‘Nothing, your worship,’ said the court inspector.


‘Hmm,’ mused the beak. ‘I see Varnish was arrested at six in the morning on a bomb site. Was he sleeping rough?’


The arresting officer coughed, and said, ‘No, sir. He fits the description of a man who is suspected of having vandalized various archaeological sites within the City boundaries.’


‘Then why isn’t he charged with these offences?’


The court inspector butted in again, ‘Varnish has not admitted to this, your worship, and we feel there is insufficient evidence to proceed on such a charge.’


The beak wagged a finger at Larry in the dock. ‘Whatever you’re up to, young man, I suggest you cease forthwith. Your luck has just run out. Fined two pounds.’ Eyeing Larry’s sorry-looking clothes, he added, ‘One month to pay.’


Thanks to Mr McKintock, Larry had the cash in his sky-rocket. He was in the clerk’s office paying his fine when a burly sergeant accosted him and said, ‘There’s a gentleman wants to have a quiet word in your earhole.’


He took Larry by his chewed sleeve and marched him down the hall to a room where a skinny, greying man, in wire-rimmed glasses and a tweed jacket with leather patches, was waiting.


‘Professor, meet Vanishing Larry Varnish,’ said the sergeant, giving him the nickname that henceforth would be his. ‘This is the little fucker – if you’ll pardon the French – who thinks he’s the Scarlet Pimpernel.’


Turning to Larry, the sergeant said, ‘This is Professor Willoughby from the museum whose stuff you’ve been half-inching.’


‘You don’t know it was me,’ said Larry sullenly.


‘Don’t you get lippy,’ said the sergeant. ‘Everyone knows it was you, you little turd. Anyway, why isn’t a lad your age in the Army doing your national service? Doing your duty for your King and Country? Are you a deserter or something?’


‘Had a spot on my lung,’ said Larry.


‘Crafty little bastard,’ said the sergeant. ‘I bet you got someone from the TB ward to take your medical for you.’


Professor Willoughby was looking anxious and a trifle nervous. He was unused to the daily rough and tumble of the lower orders. ‘Er, thank you, Sergeant Rumble. Perhaps you would kindly leave me to have a word with our young friend.’


The sergeant stalked off muttering, ‘Friend! I’d give him friend!’


The door banged closed and Larry looked warily at Professor Willoughby. He was reassured to see that the man appeared almost apologetic for having set the sergeant on to him. ‘Why don’t we go across the road to Lyon’s teashop for a little chat?’ said the professor hesitantly. ‘That would be best.’


‘Am I still under arrest?’ asked Larry.


‘Oh, dear me, no. This is, uh, entirely voluntary. This is by way of being a meeting on neutral ground, so to speak.’


He didn’t seem such a bad old geezer. They dodged the traffic, and over tea and a Chelsea bun, the professor said, ‘You know, Larry – may I call you Larry? – I’m the man in charge of the diggings. It is the most exciting work. This will be the last opportunity we shall ever have to create a complete picture of the way those men and women who came before us all those centuries ago lived their lives in this great city.’


He waved his hand in a wide sweep almost hitting a passing nippy in her frilly apron. ‘Soon, all these acres – more than fifty of them – will be once again covered in buildings. Ground will be ripped up and the pile-drivers will drill deep. Modern building techniques will ensure that the secrets of the centuries that still exist at this very moment in the earth will be obliterated. The builders will complete the work that the German bombers started. We’re in a race against time to avoid a whole layer of civilization being lost to us for ever.’


‘With respect, guv’nor, it looks to me like you’re already losing,’ said Larry.


Professor Willoughby sighed. ‘There you have it, young man. I need all the help I can get. I’m only one jump ahead of the bulldozers. This may come to you as a surprising suggestion, given your appearance in court this morning, but I was wondering if you would care to join us rather than carry on with that frightful night-time foraging and fleeing that the police say you have been doing for so long.’


‘I was only fined for trespassing,’ said Larry. ‘They can’t prove I nicked anything.’


‘Quite so,’ sighed the professor again. ‘But wouldn’t you feel happier going, er, straight and helping in a noble enterprise?’


‘How much does this enterprise pay?’ Larry wanted to know.


‘Most of my young people are volunteers. My total budget is a pittance. It works out at less than three thousand pounds a year. The City fathers are, shall we say?, not exactly enthusiastic supporters of the project. They are more interested in getting the buildings flung up to provide a rateable income. They are businessmen looking for profits not amphorae.’


Larry was proud that, thanks to the library books, he didn’t need to ask the meaning of amphorae. ‘They’d change their tune if you dug up a bloody great pile of gold and silver stuff,’ he said stoutly, trying to cheer up the old geezer. ‘You’d get all the bunce you needed then.’


The professor smiled wanly. ‘I don’t wish to dampen your enthusiasm, young Larry, but I’m afraid that’s just a romantic dream.’


Larry said, ‘Most of your young people – the ones helping you – they’re my age, aren’t they? But they’re still at school?’


‘That is so. Most of them are studying at London University.’


‘They’re all well-off? Get pocket money from their dads?’


‘A certain amount, I’m sure.’


‘Well, I’ve been earning my own living since I was fourteen. I still get paid less than seven quid a week at the brewery and my mum collars three quid of that for my keep. I can’t afford to be a volunteer. Volunteering is for people who eat even when they don’t work.’


Professor Willoughby looked glum. ‘Yes, I understand the problem.’ He gazed into his teacup, thinking. ‘Then perhaps you could promise me this. I’ll give you a phone number where you can reach me. I think we have established that you have a special eye for promising sites – and an enthusiasm, no matter how undirected. I’m sure there are many places where you would like to dig but do not have the equipment. Why not ring me and tell me where they are? I’ll give you a map with grid references. There’ll be no need to use your name. This will be between us. You just say something like, “Julius Caesar here,” and I’ll know who it is.’


Larry started giggling. ‘Blimey, you’ll think it’s some loony from Epsom calling.’


‘Another thing. If you find anything that you know is important, I want Julius Caesar to ring, describe the object and give the exact location where it was found. When artefacts are simply filched from a site the all-important provenance is totally lost.’


Larry stopped giggling. That suggestion made him nervous.


‘Don’t worry,’ said the professor. ‘I won’t like the idea that you’ve carted off something of historic value but at least I’ll have a proper record for the survey.’


‘What about the rozzers?’


‘I’m afraid you’re on your own as far as they’re concerned. I have no power to stop them trying to catch you but I promise never to betray any confidence that Julius Caesar might entrust to me. Is it a deal?’


The professor watched Larry’s face scrunch into thoughtful mode, the jaw rolling and the eyes narrowing into a kind of wince as he mulled over the ramifications.


‘You’ll be keeping faith with the Roman Empire that gave us our laws and much else,’ encouraged Professor Willoughby. ‘You’ll personally be re-establishing a link with the spirit of the last Romans who ever trod the earth where we sit at this very moment.’


‘Yeah, I like that,’ breathed Larry. ‘It’s really historic, isn’t it? It’s like being one of them explorers in Africa who discovers a lost civilization.’


‘Exactly so, Larry. I think you’re a good boy at heart. You’ll do it, then? Could you manage another bun?’


Thus began the strange symbiosis between the hard-pressed archaeologist and the Cockney street-raker. Vanishing Larry Varnish nobly denied himself any further plundering of Professor Willoughby’s digs and Julius Caesar became a regular caller.


Over the crackling line of a telephone system that still had not entirely recovered from its wartime pounding, Larry would direct the archaeology teams to where, as he put it, ‘I’ve got a feeling in me water you’ll win a coconut,’ and dutifully list his own finds.


Professor Willoughby would often sigh over these, and on one occasion sighed so hard that Larry took pity on him. ‘I tell you what, guv’nor, if you went along tomorrow and walked fifty paces east of your dig in Eastcheap, at the foot of that wall where the rusty gas meter’s still hanging, you might find a bit of sacking wrapped round your birthday present.’


Professor Willoughby’s birthday was months away but he was there at first light. Trembling fingers delicately pulled the sacking aside to reveal a first-century oil lamp in almost perfect condition, with Pan-figures sweetly gambolling in the clay surface. He could have cried for joy.


Larry did not mention this giveaway to Mr McKintock nor did he mention a bronze coin he uncovered in a pile of charred debris in Botolph Lane. It was in superb condition, with traces of a silver coating still adhering to the base metal, and had almost certainly been salvaged in centuries gone by and kept as a curio by someone in the seventeenth century. The debris originated not in the blitz but in the Great Fire of London.


Julius Caesar said to Professor Willoughby, ‘Guv’nor, I’ve got a bit of a puzzle here. I’ve found this coin with not one but three faces on it. Ring a bell?’


‘Ah, is the wording legible, Almighty Caesar?’


‘Clear as anything.’


Professor Willoughby said, ‘Let me make a guess. Does it say “Carausius et fratres sui”?’ He spelt it out, letter by letter.


‘Cor, spot on,’ said Julius Caesar. ‘That’s really impressive.’


‘The three faces belong to the emperors Carausius, Diocletian and Maximian. A splendid find. The words mean, Carausius and his brothers, or friends.’


Julius Caesar gave him the map grid reference in Botolph Lane, and Professor Willoughby said, ‘It’s third century. Carausius was a bad lot. He was a soldier who usurped the emperor’s throne in Britain and came to a sticky end.’


‘From what you tell me, guv’nor, that’s how most of ’em ended up. Them Romans didn’t fuck about with probation and time off for good behaviour, did they?’


‘There is much evidence to support what you say,’ said the professor gravely. Despite the thieving, he was really warming to Larry and his chirpiness.




Chapter Six


By 1953, Vanishing Larry Varnish was a legend. Even the City of London coppers had to laugh at their own clumsy attempts to apprehend him. The dry-as-dust concerns of archaeology did not fire their blood.


By now it had become something of a bloodsport to winkle out Larry from whichever burrow he was plundering and watch him flee over the rubble, arms windmilling, leaving the cry of ‘Banzai!’ floating on the sooty air. Now that they knew his identity, they could have primed the Met to raid his home in Southwark but the effort seemed out of proportion to the likelihood that Larry would have been so foolish as to keep incriminating objects on the premises.


In fact, they would have found just one arrest-worthy item – the three-head Emperor Carausius coin that Larry had made his personal talisman. To disguise its origins, he got his dad to solder a tiny eyelet to the edge and hook it on to the ribbon of his Western Desert campaign medal. Larry wore it almost daily on his lapel. ‘Here, you daft git, I’ll need that back on Armistice Day,’ said Dad, who was not otherwise bothered at this ill-usage.


On the charladies’ special – buses since the old rattling trams had been abolished – Big Fran and the girls had long since tired of teasing and molesting Larry. Early one morning, as the bus made its way along the Borough High Street, Big Fran eyed Larry speculatively and said, ‘Have you got a girlfriend yet?’


For a moment Larry nervously supposed she was nominating herself. ‘No one special,’ he said guardedly. He was, in fact, still a virgin although burning splints under his black and broken fingernails would not have dragged this from him.


‘I want you to meet my girl, Lorraine,’ said Big Fran. ‘You’ll like her. She’s just eighteen and working at the Prudential. All the boys are after her but there’s not one of them as nice-looking as you.’


‘A right little Tyrone Power,’ cackled one of the girls.


Larry wanted to say, ‘Julius Caesar, please,’ but the old bag wouldn’t have got the joke.


Larry was invited to Sunday tea at Big Fran’s tenement flat up the road from the Borough tube station. There was no husband – he had been killed at Anzio – but there was Lorraine, five foot three of bosomy, fair-haired determination and loveliness.


After tea she said there was an Esther Williams’ movie she was dying to see. Larry took the hint. And off they went – no Bunking In now that he was grown-up – to see Easy To Love, which bored him silly but the title was clearly meant as the second hint of the day.


Four months later he and Lorraine were married at St Joseph’s, the Catholic Church in Redcross Way. She had three bridesmaids and a pageboy, and in the unavoidable absence of the bride’s father Larry’s dad had been obliged to contribute towards the wedding.


The newly-weds moved in with Big Fran. No one thought it polite to recall that on several witnessed occasions, in the recent past in a public place, the mother-in-law, no matter how impishly intended, had been decidedly over-familiar with the bridegroom’s nether regions.


Lorraine, brisk and purposeful with a well-paid clerical job, was just what Larry the dreamer needed to give his rackety life some ballast. Proudly he showed her his three-emperor ‘medal’ and she listened in amazement to the tales of his adventures in the ruins of the City and of his love affair with the Romans.


She learned all about his fleeting appearance in Hue and Cry, about Old Tuppenny, Professor Willoughby and Mr McKintock. But Larry thought he’d best save until much later an account of the one time he had been apprehended when he had earned a police record.


Before agreeing to start a family, Lorraine resolved to shape up her lovable dope of a husband. She told him, ‘That McKintock’s almost certainly been chiselling you. And how much longer do you think you can carry on playing Vanishing Larry Varnish? Haven’t you noticed? The rebuilding’s begun – and about time too. In a couple of years all those plots will be smothered in concrete. Then there’ll be no more Roman knick-knacks and no more money, apart from your brewery wages.’


Lorraine had a plan: ‘You go to McKintock and you tell him he’s got to take you on full-time. You want proper wages. No more handouts from his petty cash box.’


‘Why should he do that? I’ve already got a proper job.’


‘No, you haven’t. Stuff the brewery. All that’s doing is sending you home every night with beer on your breath. Think about it. The building contractors are moving into most of those bomb sites now. With their machinery, they’ll be turning up all sorts of stuff that, on your own, you could never get at in a month of Sundays. You can give up going with Mum on the early-morning buses. You’ll do better if you become Old Tuppenny’s rival. You tour the sites every day and make friends with the workmen. With your Mr McKintock’s backing, you’ll be able to offer them a sight more than Old Tuppenny for anything they dig out. Then later, when the City’s rebuilt and there’s no more stuff to be had from that quarter, McKintock can keep you on as his assistant in his shop. Christ knows, it sounds to me as if he’s made enough out of you already. He should fall over himself to take you on.’


Lorraine had read the future with precision. Mr McKintock took a week to mull over Larry’s hesitant proposal – which he deduced correctly had been instigated by the spunky little wife – and agreed.


Even when the Roman diggings ran out, Larry would still be a willing worker, now surprisingly knowledgeable on antiquities – and learning more all the time. Mr McKintock, even with his preoccupation with acquiring a personal fortune, had taken to him. There was a sort of flawed purity about the lad. Mr McKintock could never quite get out of his head the thought that Larry should be singing in a choir.




Chapter Seven


Once Larry Varnish began his daily swing around the City sites, Old Tuppenny was out of business. He stood no chance in competition with Mr McKintock’s money and Larry’s sheer likeability. Even the site foremen, who should have chased him away, tolerated his presence (and sometimes sold him finds of their own). And Julius Caesar was still able to telephone Professor Willoughby occasionally with information for his survey.


In the following year Larry was overjoyed for the professor when his colleagues in archaeology, who’d been digging patiently in Walbrook for three years, first uncovered a semi-circular structure and then the entire outline of a late-second-century temple where Roman soldiers had once worshipped Mithras, the god of light and strength.


For a rare moment, the fusty subject of archaeology was news for the popular press and queues formed to view the revealed wonders. Meanwhile, the builders contracted to move on to the site were tearing their hair out at the enforced delay in their plans and concocting a scheme to shift the whole caboodle to be reassembled on a site more convenient for public exhibition.


Highly excited, Larry dragged Lorraine along. She kept muttering, ‘For Gawd’s sake, calm down. You’d think we was off to meet the Queen.’


They took their turn in the line and she gazed down into the pit at the uncovered foundations of the Mithraeum. Her cornflower blue eyes opened wide and she said, ‘I don’t believe it. You’ve dragged me all this way to look at a pile of bloody stones. You know, there are times when I think your dad’s right: you’re doo-lally.’


‘No, no,’ said Larry, jumping up and down. ‘It’s wonderful. It’s historical. Just think! Romans once knelt on this spot and worshipped their pagan god.’


Lorraine, a stalwart Catholic girl, looked up sharply. ‘Do you mean to say they weren’t Christians?’


‘Well, they were later on, but not when this temple was built.’


‘So this is where they made their human sacrifices, is it? Disgusting, I call it!’


‘No, Lorraine, you’ve got it all wrong. No humans. They’d only offer up animals – pigs, sheep, chickens, that sort of thing.’


‘Oh, so that’s all right, is it? Torturing dumb animals? Your Romans sound like a bunch of Nazis to me.’ His wife turned her back on the revealed wonders and marched away, her new Dolcis shoes making an ill-tempered clackety-clack over the rough paving.


Larry could see that his vision was not shared. He accepted this with fortitude. His mates were the same. Anyone who missed a Millwall home game for an afternoon at the poxy reference library in the Walworth Road ought to see a doctor.


He took Lorraine to the teashop where he had gone with Professor Willoughby but she wasn’t to be mollified with sweet tea and a pork pie. Across the tiny table, she shook her neat head and said softly, ‘They’re just heaps of useless old stones, Larry. You’re wasting your life.’


Larry wanted to explain. He looked at her sadly but kept silent. If only he had the words, like Professor Willoughby and that actor geezer . . .


Over the following weeks Larry followed the Mithras story in his evening paper. Building work on the site had come to a halt – at a cost to the office-block developers of half a million pounds, so it was rumoured – until the decision was taken to lift out the remains of the temple and re-site them in Queen Victoria Street where they would not impede any further the advance of Mammon.


One of Larry’s new contacts was a site foreman named Denny Fling, a Dublin man who’d actually volunteered for service with the British Army during the war and had become a regimental sergeant-major nicknamed by the rude soldiery RSM Fling, the Bullshit King.


Fling had worked on several City rebuilding projects and had already done one modest deal with Larry for what turned out to be five Vespasian coins and a post-Roman fuming pot in fair condition. He was now overseeing a new site clearance and office construction in Bishopsgate. In the seclusion of the site hut, Denny lit the Primus and brewed tea strong enough to dissolve the spoon. He said, ‘You can’t stay long. I’m workin’ for a coupla them time-is-money fookers. They’d skin a turd for tuppence. If they poke their heads through the door, you pretend to be lookin’ for work.’


Larry sipped his tea and said, ‘Jesus, Denny, give us some more milk.’


‘Ach, you fooking Cockneys. Gave me nothing but trouble in the Army. Always dodgin’ the column.’


‘That’s what Cockneys are for,’ said Larry comfortably, gazing round at the wooden walls that were already covered in work schedules, safety regs and a pin-up of Diana Dors in an angora sweater. He mentally compared the size of Miss Dors’s bristols with Lorraine’s – his wife faring quite favourably – and passed on. Again his eyes came to rest. ‘What’s that drawing?’


‘Something the guv’nors stuck up – droppin’ us all a hint, I suppose. You’ll find copies have gone up on sites all over the City. Since that Mithras find, all the contractors have been scared shitless that we’ll stumble across another historical heap of stones and fook up their on-time bonuses or bring the penalty clauses for late delivery of the building down on their heads.’


Curious, Larry carried his steaming mug over to the wall. The drawing was a David Langdon cartoon reproduced from Punch of 6 October, 1954. Larry had never heard of the humour magazine that featured widely in dentists’ waiting rooms. When he had had a toothache once he had gone to the Guy’s Hospital dental school where the luxury of free magazines was not indulged.


Langdon’s cartoon showed a group of labourers gathering on a City building site where work was about to begin. Their foreman was saying, ‘Start about here and the first man to find a Roman temple gets docked a quid.’


‘It’s historical. They should be proud to find such a thing. Rotten sods,’ said Larry.


He was still indignant when next he telephoned Professor Willoughby. ‘It’s up on every contractor’s noticeboard in the City, guv’nor,’ said Julius Caesar, echoing Denny Fling. ‘Isn’t there a law against pulling that sort of stroke? Incitement, or something?’


‘I very much doubt it, Caesar. I fear our enthusiasm – yours and mine – for the Roman world of another time is a subject only for comedians’ jokes and the wretched films of Mr Cecil B. De Mille,’ mourned Professor Willoughby.


‘Fuck ’em,’ said Caesar.


‘Quite so.’


Vanishing Larry Varnish’s defiant cry was the last sound Professor Willoughby ever heard the Cockney utter. Later, he was destined to recall the words for the police after he spotted the paragraph in the London Evening Standard and telephoned them.




Chapter Eight


Larry was not on the telephone and Mr McKintock had refused to let him distribute the telephone number of the Pimlico shop to his contacts. ‘I must retain my deniability,’ said the dealer. ‘I can’t be linked to those pilferers. You’ll have to think of something else.’


Reluctantly, Lorraine had allowed her young husband to distribute among his bomb-site coolies her extension number at the Prudential headquarters in High Holborn. ‘You’ll get me the sack,’ she said.


‘No, I won’t. I promise. They’re all blokes who use nicknames – like when my dad puts a bet on with our street bookie. If any of them ever rings, he’ll give a nickname and ask for me to get in touch. You’ll only be on the blower for a matter of seconds.’


The call that came from the Bullshit King was as straightforward as Larry had promised. When Larry arrived in Bishopsgate, he skirted the area warily to make sure the bosses weren’t on site. Denny Fling’s team were pickaxing old walls still standing to a height of twelve feet and a mechanical scoop was loading the rubble into the metal-sided trucks. Six men were salvaging old bricks, there being a severe shortage at the time.


Denny spotted Larry standing on the periphery and gave a jerk of his head, indicating the hut. Inside, Denny produced eight corroded coins.


‘That’s your second lot from this site,’ mused Larry. ‘Did you get them from the same spot?’


‘Sure,’ said Denny. ‘They’re coming out of loose soil in a pit. We’ve cleared out the top rubble but we’re still using shovels because we can’t get the digger down there until we clear those walls away.’


Larry felt his Schliemann antennae stirring. ‘Can you give us a look?’


‘Don’t be so gormless. There’s a couple of the architect’s pen-pushers on the site today and the poxy bosses could show up. Give me some money for the coins and then you’d better piss off before they find you.’


Larry handed over one of Mr McKintock’s white fivers, pretty certain there wasn’t going to be any ultimate profit in the transaction. But Mr McKintock could afford a bummer every now and then, and Denny was worth encouraging.


But what monopolized Larry Varnish’s thoughts as he scampered away was not his employer’s impending disappointment but ‘the feeling in his water’ that the Bishopsgate site might be the Troy of his dreams.


Lorraine’s mum was still catching that charladies’ pre-dawn special up to the City. ‘Give us a call when you get up?’ asked Larry, who hadn’t been on a raid for many months.


Both women wanted to know what was going on. ‘It’s a feeling I’ve got – a feeling I might be on to something a bit tasty,’ said Larry, and refused to elaborate.


On the early bus, it was Lorraine’s mum who now took the teasing. ‘Can’t take liberties with him now he’s married your Lorraine, can you, Fran?’ screeched one female bruiser.


‘I can’t see our Fran letting a little thing like that stop her,’ yelled another, along the length of the bottom deck.


‘I hear it’s not such a little thing,’ added a third, to a chorus of ooohs as all the laughing women swivelled to stare openly at Larry’s fly-buttons. He snapped his knees together and they all howled.


Larry grinned and took the joshing. It was his mother-in-law’s turn to blush. ‘Dirty old cows!’ he shouted, as he jumped off the platform at Gracechurch Street and headed directly for Bishopsgate. He’d have to use the tools on the site. He assumed his own cache had long since been either discovered or stolen.


Larry stood for a while in shadows to make sure there were no busybodies about. Then he took a running jump at the wooden hoarding fronting the street and soared over. He landed with a thump on rubble that was piled and awaiting removal.


He headed directly for the equipment hut and wrenched the padlock, hasp and screws from the woodwork with the jemmy he had been carrying up his sleeve. He selected a pick and shovel, carefully quartered the ground and began searching for the pit Denny Fling had mentioned. He tried to use his torch as little as possible while he was at street level and as a consequence found the pit by falling into it. He gave a sharp yelp as he rolled to the bottom, where his progress was abruptly halted by a shallow wall only the depth of two bricks.
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