



  [image: cover]






  




  Bill James and The Murder Room




  ›››

  This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and

  the emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated

  frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers,

  some of which have been out of print for decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally

  ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  Chapter One




  ‘Keep driving, not too fast. No stopping. Well, I’m recognisable, aren’t I? Someone like Harpur get the word I been around here once or twice lately and

  we’re . . . So keep driving. Just around the block, Tyrone, and then around again, etcetera.’ Preston sat as low as he could in the back of the car.




  On the third circuit they were able to watch the money van pull up and check in at the gatehouse, then go on to the pay office. That was where the job had to be done, when the crew opened up the

  van and started bringing the bags out. There was a gate to go with the gatehouse, but it never seemed closed.




  ‘Always the same driver – must be getting on for sixty, poor old lump,’ Preston said. ‘Older than me even, and not so fit. Guard changes weekly. Younger.

  Heroic?’




  ‘Seventy thousand? Never more than that, Ron? Not more noughts on the end?’




  Preston laughed: ‘Hark at him, will you? You saying that’s small-time, Dean?’




  They turned the corner. ‘Round once more, Tyrone,’ Preston told him.




  Dean Tait said: ‘Ron, I just meant—’




  ‘Most times you’re taking stuff not even into double figures. Pensioners’ handbags, or some nothing burger stall. So, yes, always about seventy thou. Payroll. What I’ve

  learned is there’s high-fly dreams and there’s availability. This is availability.’




  ‘Seventy split four ways can’t sound too great,’ Dean Tait said.




  ‘If you like, you can walk away now, Dean. We’ll trust you. You’d keep quiet.’




  When they came around the block again, the van was past the gatehouse and into the yard.




  Preston said: ‘So, three weeks today.’




  Tait said: ‘What I mean—’




  ‘And, look, not a four-way split. I told you. You and Tyrone – Jesus, sorry, Tyrone, but I mean, what a name, where’s it come from, off of a disinfectant bottle, or what?

  – you and Tyrone, you’re new yet. You come in at seven grand each—’




  ‘There should be negotiations, Ron,’ Dean declared.




  ‘Meaning twenty-eight each for me and Mansel here. That’s up on what we thought first, which was five for you and Tyrone.’




  ‘You need to understand, this job, it belongs to me and Ron,’ Mansel explained, nice and gently. Often he tried for that style. ‘You’re just hired, you two.’




  ‘Christ, but Tyrone! That Scottish or something?’ Preston asked. ‘Manse and me, we got others to maintain, not like you two, sauntering free. Great days, but they change. Now,

  I got a daughter and a very lovely wife, Doris, who’ve seen me through I don’t know how long, so loyal, and I like to spend on her. And then the other, down Devon, I expect you heard

  of. A kid there, too. Lovely youngster I can’t see enough of. Mansel? He’s got a sick mother who needs the best. Responsibilities.’




  ‘Round again, Ron?’ Tyrone Gullen said.




  ‘No. Nothing more to see. Home now. These are commitments, Dean. Health insurance, school fees in Devon – the sort she is. Plus myself. Hair transplant? She in Devon’s fussy

  about how I look. Well, she’s a lot younger. There’s others eyeing her.’




  ‘It all needs thinking about,’ Mansel remarked.




  Preston said: ‘Payrolls in cash are scarce. Most using cheques now. And this one’s so easy. That driver, sixty or even more. He move fast, his heart’s going to start asking

  serious questions. The guard? Well, they both got sticks, but I ask you, against what we’re going to be carrying? And then the lad in the gatehouse. He’ll try and get to his panic

  button, so we got to be quick, that would be your side of it, Dean, if you’re in.’




  ‘Seven grand. You could turn milord for weeks on that, Dean,’ Manse Billings said. ‘Get down the Mediterranean or have them fucking horrible tattoos cleaned off. So

  common.’




  ‘I don’t take no offence,’ Preston said. ‘It’s youth. Look, we’re going to need at least two more meetings before – get the moves exact, timing and

  that—’




  ‘And taking cars,’ Billings said.




  ‘Of course. Then the armament. I’ll have to bring that for sharing out. You thought of that cost? Early next week. I’ll be in touch with Mansel. We meet regular. No phoning to

  us.’




  They drove on to the Ernest Bevin estate.




  ‘Put me down a few streets away, Tyrone. I’ll walk. Better like that now. Normal, I’d ask you all in for a cuppa, but better like this now. There’s eyes.’




  The thing was, he did not want that Dean in his place, not just now. Dean was just the sort girls would go big for, no question, but Dean was not the sort he wanted for Grace. Tyrone she would

  probably say was a yawn, or worse – too quiet and those square-frame glasses and the denim, like some shop boy off duty. But Dean, with the suit and the all-colour, insect, wrist tattoos, and

  the slip-ons, that might be her language. She was starting to come alive to that sort of thing. What was not wanted now was a tie-up for her with somebody like Dean, because Preston’s idea

  was that Dean would not be around long, one way or the other, and Grace would be no good at all as a sort of widow. She was a kid who felt suffering very deep, too sensitive, really. That would

  really set her back, if someone she thought a bit about got blasted, and Dean was right in the frame. Preston had seen too many like that before. They didn’t look for trouble, but they

  didn’t look to keep out of trouble, either, and it came right on time to find them.




  When he reached the house, he went in through the kitchen door and found Grace helping Doris with her hair, getting it into a pony-tail. Doris had on her gear for the Annie Get Your Gun

  show at Troy Hall and the pony-tail was for that as well. Doris was very keen on the dramatics, especially musical. She had a bit of a voice. He wished she wouldn’t do it. He didn’t

  like any kind of show. He liked to lie quite, out of the light, until you had to make the move. Then quiet again until next time. But Doris was different and always had been, and no good trying to

  change her. You didn’t get married to make the woman different from the one you picked. Where was the sense? He always went when Doris was on, sometimes twice or three times if the tickets

  were sticking. It wasn’t too bad. She liked to see him there and he always kept awake and kept half a smile on to show he loved it. Once you been inside you knew how to make your face show

  whatever was suitable. It was not just the people on the stage who knew about acting. Some of these musicals had one or two quite decent songs from way back.




  ‘Just seeing how I’m going to look, Ron,’ she said.




  ‘Well, great, of course. Real great.’




  ‘Yes, she does, doesn’t she, Dad?’




  ‘Starts Saturday week you know,’ Doris said.




  He laughed and kissed her on the cheek. ‘How many times you told me, Dot?’




  ‘Well, I’m edgy.’




  ‘She’ll be great, won’t she, Dad?’




  ‘Great. Look, they all get nerves, Dot: Marilyn Monroe, Sir Richard Attenborough was it, when he was Gandhi: well, having to wear a loin-cloth in a picture that went on so long.’




  He didn’t like nerves, either, but found as he grew older they took a harder hold every time.




  ‘Wilf’s here,’ Doris said.




  ‘Wilf Rudd? Here?’




  ‘In the lounge.’




  ‘He’s edgy, too, you ask me,’ Grace said.




  ‘Oh, poor thing. He knows he’s not supposed to come here, but I think it’s important,’ Doris said. ‘Something up, Ron?’




  ‘Well, something, yes. On the cards.’




  ‘Looks as if he’s got a message, then,’ Doris told him. ‘Now, go easy with Wilf. He wouldn’t risk it if it wasn’t urgent, would he?’ She stood up.

  ‘How do I look, Ron?’




  ‘Great.’




  ‘I’ll have some orange make-up on, of course, for the Ohio sun.’ She pirouetted slowly.




  ‘Really great. I can’t wait,’ he said.




  She sang a scale up and down. ‘It’s no great part. A few years younger . . . all right, a good few . . . I could have done Annie.’ She began really to belt into a number he

  knew and liked, ‘Doin’ What Comes Natur’lly’.




  The door from the lounge opened and he saw Wilf Rudd standing there, holding a can of lager and smiling a bit to look as if he was enjoying the singing and the costume but really in a full

  sweat, you could see. Wilf had never been inside, so he did not know too much about acting. Today, although it was summer and hot, he had on that anorak that went through the siege of Stalingrad

  and the heavy duty brown trousers. He stared at Preston, trying to signal trouble, and doing it bloody well, too, but Preston had joined in the song at the words about reading the good Book from

  Fri till Monday and wanted to wait until Doris had finished. Wilf was all right, but you had to give your wife some solidarity, and you couldn’t let someone’s nerves like Wilf’s

  get to Doris when she was tense already because of the play.




  ‘I like it,’ Rudd shouted, when the number ended. ‘I’ll be there. I’ve got tickets. Maybe I’ll come twice.’ He held up the lager can and toasted Doris.

  It was a pretty good show, when you thought how bad he was.




  ‘You’ve forgotten this, Mum,’ Grace said. She waved a holster with toy pistol in it.




  ‘Oh, yes, we’ll all be wearing guns, in keeping,’ Doris said. Grace strapped it on.




  ‘Looking frightening,’ Preston told her.




  Rudd said: ‘Ron, could we go into the . . . ?’ He swung his eyes towards the lounge.




  ‘What’s it about, Wilf? It’s all right here. Doris and Grace – they understand about business. You can’t run a house any other way.’




  ‘Well, great,’ Rudd said, but he didn’t sound too sure.




  ‘Yes, it’s all right,’ Preston told him. ‘Have a seat.’




  Wilf was small, but healthy-looking, with very fair hair, and good on his feet, like a school kid waiting to be discovered by Manchester United. ‘I didn’t want to come here, but how

  else, Ron?’ Rudd said. ‘The phone – well, that’s crazy. And I didn’t know if I’d bump into you down the town, not in time.’




  ‘It’s all right, Wilf,’ Preston told him.




  ‘So, I didn’t come in the motor. You don’t want that parked anywhere near. Bus and walk. I’m careful, Ron. Who wants to bring trouble to somebody’s lovely home, and

  such matters as family?’




  ‘Thanks, Wilf.’




  ‘He came through the lanes and then in the back door,’ Grace said. ‘Wilf’s a gem.’




  Rudd said: ‘Well, this street – I mean, no getting away from it, it’s known. People like that big cop, that Harpur—’




  ‘Oh, Harpur,’ Doris muttered, trying to get the holster to lie more comfortably on her hip, ‘Harpur’s kids are in Annie, as a matter of fact. Girls. People say

  they’re all right.’




  ‘Harpur’s kids?’ Rudd said. He looked shocked.




  ‘One’s called Hazel. I ask you, Hazel. She won’t thank him for that when she’s a bit older. He comes to pick them up from rehearsals sometimes,’ Doris replied.

  ‘Big blond character? Stroppy-looking. Or sometimes his wife comes.’




  Rudd said: ‘Well, I mean, Ron, is that—’




  ‘We can’t live in a vacuum, can we, Wilf? Doris can’t do that. She’s got her life. We’re part of the community. So is Harpur and his lot. How were we to know?

  What’s a couple of kids, anyway? You and me, we won’t talk when we’re there, and not sit close in the audience, obviously. It will be all right.’




  Rudd took a drink. ‘Well, yes. Seems funny, that’s all.’




  ‘I haven’t even talked to them – the kids. No need,’ Doris told him. ‘Nor the parents, naturally. The wife seems all right. Gushy? Big on the community and

  participation and litter and such, I should think, by the look and sound. How’s that, Grace?’ Doris had the gun as she wanted it now. She put on a stetson and tightened the lace under

  her chin. Then she began to sing the same number again and they all joined in this time. Preston made tea in mugs.




  At the end of the song, Rudd said: ‘Grand, Doris, I wouldn’t be surprised the West End.’ He had sat down at the end of the kitchen table, the can in front of him.




  Preston gave the teas to the other two and had one himself. ‘Why not take your coat off, Wilf?’ But maybe it would not stand too much sudden activity. Anyway, he did unzip the

  anorak. The sweater underneath was just as grim, probably used for cleaning Arnold Palmer’s cups until it got too bad.




  Then he blurted his piece: ‘For some reason, don’t ask me, they’re putting three men with the van starting as of now, Ron. That’s the long and short of it.’




  Preston set the mug down with a bang on the table. ‘This I don’t like.’




  ‘Three men not two?’ Doris asked. She was setting up an ironing board near Rudd and began to do some shirts, the Wild West hat hanging behind her head now.




  ‘It’s not just three for two,’ Preston said. ‘It goes beyond. It’s what it could signify, isn’t it?’




  ‘You mean why do it just at this moment?’ Doris asked. ‘This is close to the time of a job? You’re saying, what do they know, Ron?’




  ‘Well, of course. Yes, very close to the time of a job.’




  ‘I think of you boys,’ Rudd said. ‘Of course, I got a stake in it, too, but most I’m thinking of you boys, Ron. Mansel, and so on, whoever.’




  ‘It’s good of you, Wilf.’




  ‘So, why do they say they’re changing to three?’ Doris asked. ‘What’s the story?’




  Wilf raised his hands to show he was helpless. ‘Look, Doris, I know I work for Safemove, but I don’t get told anything, not official. I’m only working in the canteen.

  It’s what I pick up from chat – drivers, people in the office.’




  ‘We understand that, Wilf,’ Preston said. God, what sort sat down in a canteen that let Wilf near the grub?




  ‘It could be rumour then,’ Doris said.




  Rudd nodded. ‘Well, it could, yes. But rumour, that’s all there is to go on, sometimes. What we call it is “pointers”, Doris, or “information”. Ron’s

  sort of business depends on that. With us, we don’t have official announcements from Number Ten Downing Street.’




  ‘It could change the picture, no question,’ Preston said. ‘What I’ve got at present is four of us looking at this, and one of them could be touch and go – arguing

  about how it’s going to be run. You know the sort, Wilf. If he hears there’s an extra I don’t know where we might be. And you know my rule – I don’t move unless we got

  one to one, at least.’




  ‘I realise that, Ron. Why I came fast,’ Rudd said. He shook his head to show the worry.




  ‘Never less than one to one. There’s our driver who’s out of things, anyway, just waiting in the vehicle, then two of us for the two in the van, and one for the lad in the

  gatehouse. If they got extra we’re right off balance. You start cutting down on manpower and you could be into a situation where you got to use the weaponry, I mean really use it, not just

  for frighteners, and I keep away from that, if I can. Guns are great, a treat, but only inside limits. Well, it’s like NATO. Deterrence.’




  ‘What, you think they’ve picked up some sort of tip, Dad?’ Grace asked.




  Preston watched Wilf turn to stare at her. ‘What? What you saying, Grace?’ Wilf was snarling a bit, like a child given a short ration of rusks. ‘What tip? Listen, Grace, they

  don’t learn anything from me, if that’s what you’re saying. Any information, it flows one way and one way only, that’s me to your dad, and not vice versa. This is well

  established. Ron knows he can trust me.’




  Grace was sitting close to him at the table and leaned over and squeezed his arm. She was young but had learned a little bit about managing men. ‘You don’t have to tell me all that,

  Wilf. I know it’s not from you.’




  Rudd said: ‘The tone. I just didn’t like it, not one bit, Grace.’




  ‘Hey, easy, you scare everyone when you get angry, Wilf,’ Preston told him.




  ‘Too right,’ Grace said. ‘But, no, what I mean, some tip from somewhere. I mean, what else?’




  ‘Are they carrying extra money?’ Doris asked.




  ‘Nobody said that,’ Rudd replied.




  ‘I mean, maybe suddenly doing two or three calls instead of one – payroll for several firms?’




  ‘Not that I heard,’ Rudd said. He went relaxed again, or as near as he ever got, that little bush-baby face trying to look bright now, not angry. ‘The drivers would talk about

  new schedules.’




  ‘If it’s some tip, it won’t be just an extra guard,’ Preston told them. ‘That’s obvious. The law’s going to be there, aplenty, and tooled up if the

  tip’s a real one. I don’t know where it would come from.’




  ‘That’s what I thought, Ron. Marksmen. Why you ought to know fast,’ Rudd said. ‘Am I going to leak so the law can set you up for targets in front of their top boys, like

  that Cotton, for Christ’s sake? You thought out what you’re suggesting, Grace?’




  She ignored him. ‘So are you going to call it off, Dad?’ she asked. ‘Wait for a softer touch?’




  ‘Call it off?’ Preston said. ‘Well, it’s on the cards, got to be. What I like dealing with is—’




  ‘Availability,’ Doris said.




  ‘Yes, availability. I’m not ashamed of that. Anything else is crazy. If I was meant to be a kamikaze pilot I’d have been born a Jap. All of a sudden, this job is not

  availability.’




  Doris, finishing the shirts, said: ‘Can’t you bring in someone else? You’ve got all sorts on your books, Ron. The point is, it could be extra money, maybe even double money or

  triple, explaining the extra security. Not certain, but it could be. It could still be something they’re handling themselves, no police. In which case, it could be a very big chance,

  Ron.’




  ‘Double? Triple?’ Preston replied. ‘I don’t like fat dreams – these big-time tickles. We’ve got an objective here, and we know what it is, the size, the

  timing, the whole thing. Changes make me nervous.’




  Doris said: ‘Yes, but if you had a bit of extra help . . .’




  Rudd sucked at the empty can while he got his words together. ‘Pity, but I can’t take any part in it myself. I’m working for the delivery firm. First thing the police will be

  looking for anyway is an inside link. I’ve got to stay right out. Coming here’s bad enough. Harpur – he’s got eyes, that one.’




  Preston replied straight off: ‘We appreciate that, Wilf. You’ve done your whack – the intelligence. That’s what we live by.’ God, imagine taking Wilf on an outing.

  ‘Well, yes, there are other boys who could be available. But not much time. Anybody new’s got to be put in the picture, and properly, or you’re asking for crack-up mistakes again.

  People with guns, you got to know how they’ll behave.’




  ‘Postpone, then,’ Doris said. ‘We need the cash so badly?’




  ‘Postpone it to bring in somebody new and you can lose some of the people you already got,’ Preston explained. ‘I said, it’s already dodgy with one, a good one. He might

  say, Well bugger it, and move off where he wants to go anyway, you ask me, that’s London, and look for bigger things. Boys like him, they think it’s a sort of come-down to work here.

  Noddyland. They’re costing it out continuous – time, overheads, cash-flow.’




  Wilf said: ‘In any case, if the law’s involved—’




  ‘Oh, if the law’s involved, if there’s been a tip, well it’s off, that’s obvious.’ Preston said. ‘I’m not taking on Harpur and a string of snipers

  in a trap. Pick us up off the ground after and tear along the dotted line. Okay, throaty outcries from MPs and what have you about the shoot-out, but I wouldn’t be able to pay attention,

  would I, cut in half?’




  Doris argued: ‘All the same, Ron, a multiplication by three is—’




  Preston said: ‘Mansel does quite good for whispers from inside the law when they got something juicy on the menu, ambush, anything like that, lined up, and we haven’t heard a murmur

  from that direction yet about this. I’ll put out a feeler now you’ve told me, Wilf, but I think his source would have got to him already if he knew something. I mean, this is flesh and

  blood – bodies in the street.’




  ‘Why I came myself,’ Rudd commented.




  Wilf liked to keep on and make sure you understood what he was getting at, just like a kid. He expected to get paid something whether it happened or not. Ten per cent of sod all was sod all, and

  he thought he should do better, in view of all the communication. You could understand, what with his tailor’s bill.




  ‘I’ve been working on this an age,’ Preston said. ‘It would hurt if I had to chuck it now.’




  Doris said: ‘Yes, Ron, but don’t let pressure get to you.’




  ‘A minute ago you were saying give it a try.’




  ‘Of course. If it looks good. Only if.’ She was putting the ironing board away. ‘We’re not up against it for cash. Decide in a nice cool, careful style. Well, like

  always.’ She kissed him on the cheek.




  ‘Never been chatted up by a cow-girl before,’ he replied, grinning. ‘Come on, Wilf. We’ll go in the other room now. Leave them to their rehearsals and so on.’ In

  the lounge, he gave Rudd another can from the sideboard.




  ‘Doris is so great. And Grace,’ Rudd said. ‘In a way, it’s amazing, the way you can talk in front of them.’




  ‘It’s been a long time, Wilf. A long time with Doris. You can’t live in the same house as a woman all that time and keep her out of big parts of your life, can you? Would that

  be decent? Taking it around the other way, think of Mr Thatcher. He’s got to be in on things, hasn’t he? To some extent. And, then, Grace – I don’t know, it just seemed

  natural for her to hear things.’




  ‘Well, yes. But you’re lucky. They’re great, both. You couldn’t do it with all women.’




  ‘I know. Not everything, mind. Some things stay private, that’s obvious.’




  ‘Of course.’




  They sat down in the big armchairs opposite each other, Preston still with his mug of tea. Wilf had that twitchy look saying he did not feel sure there would be cash in this for him now, because

  of developments. The lager could not bring enough blot-out and comfort yet. ‘They can’t know the whole picture about the money, Wilf. I was scared you might say something.’




  ‘No, never, Ron. I can see the situation, can’t I?’




  ‘They’ll do really well out of it, but it’s still confidential.’




  ‘Unavoidable.’




  ‘Some of that money will go to Devon.’




  ‘Obvious.’




  ‘I don’t want to have to account for every penny, do I, here?’




  ‘Can’t.’




  ‘Devon costs me a lot, Wilf. It’s worth it over and over: warm and humorous and really loving, but it’s a lot of outlay. She deserves it, and the kid. Nice clothes, even down

  there they cost. Ilfracombe, some nothing boutique with kids serving who talk like scrumpy – but you’d think it was Mayfair for prices.’




  ‘Fashion, it’s just not around on the cheap these days. Who wants a woman looking like Oxfam?’




  ‘Right. You’re lucky you’ve only got yourself to think about, Wilf. Well, lucky in a way. But I wouldn’t like to be on my own. I couldn’t take that. Yes, the money

  goes: this place – Doris and Grace, I mean, a girl that age still a student, it costs.’




  ‘You’re good to them, Ron.’




  ‘And then Devon on top. What it adds up to is I got to multiply everything by two.’




  ‘It’s a problem.’




  ‘And Doris and Grace don’t know all the other details, either, not timing or exactly where. It could worry, couldn’t it? Or, again, one day some of Harpur’s heavies could

  start leaning on them.’




  ‘Exactly.’




  Preston said: ‘Not even all the boys in the team know all the money details, as a matter of fact. It’s difficult. I tell them seventy, seventy-two.’




  Rudd giggled. ‘More like eighty-odd.’




  ‘But we got to get your percentage out, Wilf, haven’t we? This one, the one I’m thinking about, called Dean, he could turn difficult about that – if I’m taking a

  big slice out before the cut. These are London people. They heard about the bottom line.’




  ‘He’s a cheeky bastard this one, then? I mean, Ron, this job, it can’t even start without me.’ Wilf went into a fighting mood, that little voice very sharp and hurt.

  ‘Is he saying I don’t have rights?’




  ‘He doesn’t know about you, Wilf. He knows there’s information, sure, but not about how or where. And he won’t, don’t worry. Well, of course you earned your share.

  It’s just they’re boys from outside. Big expectations.’




  ‘So it could be dicey when you make the cut? They’re watching the count. I know guys like that. Eyes like casino inspectors.’




  ‘Don’t worry. Ten grand comes out before they even get a sight of it. Not just you. There could be this police contact of Mansel’s now as well to be taken care of. He’s

  an investment, too. All sorts of costs.’




  ‘Of course. But I still say you better be careful, Ron. Some of these kids – well, they’re wild, they’re not like the old days. Savages. In made-to-measure suits, but

  they’re savages.’




  ‘Don’t worry. I can handle this one.’




  ‘So you think you’ll do it, I mean, regardless – the extra guard?’




  ‘We’ll ask some questions, but discreet. See if there’s any feedback. And you, Wilf – you listen out, especially about whether this is the law working with them. What

  we’re talking about is a possible dead-eye ambush, simple as that. They mutter “Armed police” into their flak jackets a couple of times, and then it’s like the end of

  Bonnie and Clyde. Blitz. It’s immediate, you said, when they start increasing the guard? But we’re not due to move for three weeks. So maybe it doesn’t mean anything.

  Just coincidence. But maybe, too, that’s what they want us to think.’




  ‘Yes. Why I came here right away, Ron.’




  ‘What you’ve got is judgment, Wilf.’




  ‘Not much call for that in canteen work.’




  







  Chapter Two




  Preston found that the officer Mansel knew was into high-class cookery. Two nights a week he moonlighted as chef at a smart restaurant in a rough street behind Valencia

  Esplanade, the kind of place people liked to drive to from decent areas because it was an adventure, and they thought the food had to be more Continental because of all the whores and pimps and

  stereo thieves hanging about outside. The place’s name was The Calaboose, jokey, meaning jail, but most locals called it Wankers, after the clients. The policeman, Barry Leckwith, had a desk

  job, not shifts, so he could take the same nights for cookery every week and Mansel said the easiest way to reach him was to go and wait in a service lane at the back of Wankers until he came out

  for a break and a smoke when the big gut-stuffing rush was over. Leckwith obliged now and then with a disclosure about what his bosses were thinking and doing, but he was definitely not somebody

  who could be rung up at work in the nick or at the restaurant – nor even at home, because he lived with his old mother who became very agitated if the phone went off deep into the night, say

  after eight-thirty p.m., and might swallow her false teeth. Mansel had an old mother, too, so he felt sympathetic, though his mother was in a residential home now. He could get touchy about

  that.




  They hung about in the dark near some big waste bins that stank the way only the very best scrapings could stink, kicking at cats, and a couple of times pulling high quality fish skeletons and

  other remains off their shoes. When anybody came out to throw more stuff in they kept back in the shadows. That was not something Leckwith did because, being a chef, he had rank. Mansel said he was

  out of this world for veal. He had this from real eaters.




  Although they were here, Mansel had not wanted to come. You could understand it. He did not mind taking disclosures from the contact when they were offered, but he thought it best not to ask

  this officer about particular matters, because by asking him something you were telling him something. If this lad talked to Mansel, who knew who else he talked to, including other police? In the

  world, there were people who talked and people who did not talk, and people who talked could talk all round, and people who did not talk did not talk to anybody, except people they were supposed to

  talk to. This was the trouble with Wilf. Wilf was a talker. Wilf had rubber lips. You could not be evil about him because it was obvious you depended on people like that, and like this cop-chef,

  there was no getting away from it. If nobody talked there would be no work. But it was not comfortable. Mansel was right, there. He wanted to leave the arrangements stand just like they were, hope

  for the best, not bring in the officer, but Preston persuaded him. If you had a contact, use him. The thing about Mansel was he always looked on the bright side, right up to the moment they chalked

  Billings M. on the board outside his cell again.




  ‘No,’ he said, while they waited for the policeman, ‘it will be okay, Ron. Cancel? You got to be joking. After all that work? So, a third guy in the van. He’s not going

  to be armed, is he? You really think Wilf’s put a word their way? Jesus. But then he comes around your house and tells you. That make sense?’




  ‘Wilf Rudd’s variable. He could tell them one day, and be sorry as hell the next. I mean, if he whispered, he’d know we could be dead and under rugs on the street three weeks

  from now. Wilf could get suddenly upset. He knows my family. Or then again, two payments. He collects for telling them the raid’s on, and he collects from us for saying enough to make us call

  it off.’




  ‘That’s playing very dangerous.’




  ‘Rudd’s not a thinker. Like undeveloped? Most he can do is count, and if he’s counting twice as much as he expected, he’s delirious.’




  ‘Yes, a sweetheart.’




  ‘Or I might have it wrong. It could be like he said – a mystery. They increase the guards just because they feel like it. A fluke.’




  Mansel’s face lit up in the shadows. ‘Yes, Ron. That’s it. Something like that. Or training someone on the job. I heard somewhere that’s how they start them off. Just a

  learner, no front-line record.’




  Round about eleven-thirty Preston saw this prince of veal come out into the lane, have a stretch and light up a cigar. When he noticed Mansel he did not seem too delighted, and a bit less

  delighted when he saw Preston as well. ‘I hear nothing but good about the meals in there, Barry,’ Mansel said. ‘Congrats.’




  ‘Yes, an achievement,’ Preston added.




  ‘What the hell are you doing here, Manse?’ the officer asked. ‘Look, this is a bad idea, I’ve told you before. And two of you now.’




  ‘This is Ron Preston, a good friend. No problem.’




  ‘I can see it’s Planner Preston, can’t I? Customers park up the other end. Headlights. What am I doing talking to Mansel Billings in some dirty back lane in the middle of the

  night? You don’t think enough, Manse.’




  ‘You’ve been good to us, Barry. Often,’ Mansel told him.




  ‘No, once in a while. And when I can be good to you again I’ll get in touch. That’s how it works. I get in touch with you. Not coming down here.’




  Preston said: ‘Come on, Manse. This is getting us nowhere.’




  ‘Right,’ Barry said. He had the big white hat on and white trousers and a vest, not a mark anywhere. Hygiene must be another of his strong points, on top of veal. In the few bits of

  light from the kitchens he glowed like the one on TV using the right washing powder. The big hat made him look cheerful, the way chefs ought to look, but he did not sound it.




  ‘This could be very brief, Barry.’




  Barry took a long pull on the cigar, like this was his last and he would be going back in to work. Preston could understand why he did not want to hang about. This had to be very dicey for him.

  It was a job he should not be doing at all, and he was talking to people he should not know.




  Mansel must have seen time was going, too, and just came right out with it: ‘We need to know if there’s something heavy lined up about three weeks from now, that’s all,

  Barry.’




  He did not answer for a while. Then he said: ‘What’s that supposed to mean, for God’s sake? What sort of heavy? Where?’




  ‘Well, robbery squad. An interception. Over-the-pavement job.’




  ‘Over the pavement? What’s that mean?’




  ‘Armed ambush. What the Yard calls it.’




  ‘I forgot you had day trips to London, Manse. So where, this ambush?’




  That was the trouble. If you started something like this you had to tell everything. ‘In the town,’ Mansel said.




  ‘Where?’




  ‘If there was anything like that, I mean, a big posse and weapons, you’d have heard, wouldn’t you, Barry – so many people in on it, and excited?’




  It seemed crazy to be talking to Barry about this kind of topic in all that gear, the big hat wagging about on top of his very tall, cop body whenever he turned his bony, hard cop face.

  ‘Three weeks?’ he asked.




  ‘Something like that,’ Preston said. ‘Give or take.’




  A woman came out to throw some rubbish into one of the bins, and Billings and Preston turned away and stood against the lane wall, facing it. When she had gone back in, Barry said: ‘Three

  weeks? That’s a hell of a long way ahead. They wouldn’t make up their party till closer the date – for security.’




  Mansel said: ‘Yes, but if the big boys knew. Have you had a hint at all? Harpur, Iles, any of those?’




  ‘Harpur and the Assistant Chief don’t whisper in my ear, Manse. What is it, wages?’




  ‘Something we’ve been thinking over for a hell of a long time, Barry,’ Preston replied. ‘Now there’ve been some sudden changes.’




  ‘Where in the town? Wages in cash?’




  ‘Whether these changes were something we ought to worry about in a big way,’ Preston said. ‘Well, a trap.’




  ‘So you haven’t heard of any big operation?’ Mansel asked.




  Barry threw his cigar butt away. ‘I can’t help you, that’s a fact. Manse, I’m never going to be able to help you on this sort of basis. You understand? If I know

  something, something I think’s up your street, I’ll get it to you. If you don’t hear it’s because there isn’t anything, and no good coming down here. That was the

  arrangement, and if you want us to stay friends, stick to it.’




  Mansel said: ‘Listen, Barry, we’ve looked after you pretty good. We’ve got a right—’




  ‘Oh, fuck off, Manse, will you? Looked after me pretty good! What am I doing here, kitchening two nights a week and talking on a tip, if you looked after me pretty good? You think I enjoy

  dishing it out to a room full of prats and twats?’




  Mansel pulled back fast. ‘Yes, but this is your creative side, Barry.’




  ‘Arseholes.’




  Mansel replied: ‘Well, look, Barry, if you do hear—’




  ‘If I hear what? Where’s the location? What is it we’re talking about?’




  ‘Any big-time hits, Barry.’




  He stood for a moment in the kitchen doorway. ‘If you don’t trust me, how do I look after you, Manse?’




  ‘No, it’s not that. Some things not finalised, that’s all. You know the picture.’




  ‘I’m not getting pulled into any of your cock-ups. Now, look, I’ve got to get back to creativity.’




  







  Chapter Three




  Preston was driving Grace to the dentist to do with an abscess, poor kid, when he realised someone might be on his tail. That sort of thing, it happened now and then. It was a

  trial, but something you better get used to. Every so often, somebody down there, some brass like Harpur or Harpur’s crazy chieftain, ACC Desmond Iles, would find they had nothing much to do

  and decide that Ronny Preston was too damn quiet, so send someone up in a plain car to stick with him and see what he was thinking about, map his outings, find who he was talking to and how long it

  took. That was how they worked, known as policing.




  They would try to stay unseen, but they must know it was a poor chance, because he and everybody else with a bit of unhappy background was always expecting something, and usually it was only a

  couple of kid detectives in the car who still had everything to learn. Sometimes he thought all Harpur or whoever really wanted was to put on some pressure, make him sweat, let him know they still

  had him on the agenda and took a bright interest in his career now he was out again. Just giving pressure and some harassing were known as policing, also.




  That’s what he hoped it was, anyway – just routine, nothing to do with anything particular, and especially nothing to do with the van project. A thing about being tensed up for a job

  was you thought everything you saw was to do with it somehow. Nothing but a kind of panic, really, and something you had to learn to sort out and fight, or you’d be so scared you would never

  make a move. You could get so you were always looking for signs that the opposition were just waiting for you, like that extra man Wilf Rudd said with the van. And then, if the sign came, or if you

  thought it did, which was just the same in this state, you would ditch everything because it looked too dicey. Pathetic. Almost always just imagination, and some of it old age.




  This car behind him, a Belmont, was not bad at it, and now and then he felt unsure it was really watching him at all – some more of that imagination, maybe. A couple of times he thought it

  had gone, but then it turned up again in the mirror, taking things nice and easy. It stayed way back, and he could not be certain how many were in it, but he thought only one, which was not the

  usual. Police liked pairs so if it ever came to evidence there would be two voices doing a sweet chorus for the jury. Anyway, you could never be sure. Some could lie out on the seats and only pop

  up when they were needed. They loved a joke like that.




  He did not recognise this Belmont, but they had all sorts, and he did not think he recognised the driver, either, and definitely not Harpur, not big enough by a yard. He watched it off and on in

  the mirror but on the sly. He did not want to upset Grace. She was het up enough about her mouth and swollen. She hated needles, that was the trouble. He had told her it was only a little prick and

  over very quick, but, of course, he knew as soon as he said it it was not the best way to explain things. But she did have a laugh, despite everything. She liked a laugh. ‘Speak for

  yourself,’ she said, even if talking hurt.




  Preston just kept a steady eye in the mirror. The trouble was, when there were conversationalists like Rudd in this job, and now Mansel’s kitchen cop, Barry, you wondered even more who

  knew what, or half knew and wanted to sniff out the rest. After all, this was about the opportunity to get your head shot off by police experts in a public thoroughfare, so you best give a bit of

  thought. What police did not like, what Harpur and Iles did not like, were people living on their ground who had a record of armed robbery. How they saw it, you do it once, you could do it again

  once you’re let out. That was understandable. Well, more than understandable. Most times, like this time, it was right. They did not mind if you did it again, as long as they knew the place

  and time and were ready with the right people, a lot of them. Harpur, Iles, all of them at the top, always hoped to tempt you into a street contest, where you could be legally torn open by

  fire-power after a couple of those shouted warnings, or maybe not. They liked what they called ‘settling up’.




  The police had it very easy because when they heard a tiny murmur about somebody they knew, just a crumb of rumour, they decided right away they better find out a bit more. That’s what it

  meant, having a record. Don’t expect any such item as privacy or the quiet life once you were a dossier. But it was just the same if the police did not hear any little murmurs, because then

  they started fretting and wondering why the fuck not, and they came up to see what was keeping that tricky swine Planner Preston so quiet all of a sudden, unless he was sick or gone born again.




  Near the park the Belmont suddenly accelerated. It still looked like only one man in it, but now the rest might suddenly sit up, grinning that top-dog way only police knew how to grin, and he

  would have to pull over, and watch them start turning the car inside out while they asked questions and said intimate things to Grace, abscess or not. The Belmont went outside to overtake and then

  Preston was shocked to see it was Tyrone at the wheel, the driver for the van job. Tyrone, smiling like Happy Snaps, signalled to him to stop and drew in himself. He walked back, that bloody denim

  swagger they copied from Michael Jackson, came around to Preston’s window, then tried the rear door. ‘Let me in, Ron, will you?’




  Preston unlocked and he climbed into the back, so cool. ‘Where’s that car come from, Tyrone? This is a main road, for God’s sake. We’re on stage.’




  ‘Only taken a couple of hours ago. It’s probably not even missed yet. Rest easy. I’m going to get rid right away. This family, Ron?’




  ‘My daughter. Grace. You can talk. Tooth trouble.’




  ‘It’ll pass, Grace. Don’t fret.’




  He gave her a good, very helpful smile. Yes, the denim again, and the glasses, but he seemed like somebody different, today – stronger and older and full of himself, with that ‘rest

  easy’ and ‘don’t fret’, like some medic. ‘I needed to see you, Ron. No phone, so how else?’




  ‘You’re supposed to lie low, Tyrone, until the word. That’s important. That’s agreed. I don’t use people who can’t do what’s agreed. There’s no

  knowing.’




  ‘Tyrone?’ Grace said, best she could. She had turned around to talk to him. ‘That’s Ireland, isn’t it. A county?’




  ‘This is a name that goes right back,’ he said. He made it sound like he had more history than Windsor Castle.




  ‘Talking here,’ Preston said, ‘I mean, you’re a stranger. If I’m being watched and they see me and you, they’ll—’




  ‘You’re not being watched, Ron. I had a good look around your street, a long time before you came out. That’s basic.’




  ‘You didn’t say you had somebody from away working with you, Dad.’




  ‘Best not talk, love,’ Preston said. ‘It’s doing you no good.’




  ‘I like it around here,’ Tyrone said. ‘Plenty of trees, and some space.’




  ‘All our trees are genuine,’ Preston said. ‘And the space.’




  ‘Are you from London?’ Grace asked.




  ‘Wherever there’s work,’ Tyrone replied.




  ‘I love London,’ Grace said. ‘You know that Rock café in Piccadilly, open all hours, queuing on the pavement?’




  She wanted to be in on the talk with Tyrone, that was obvious, even if today the words did give her trouble.




  Tyrone said: ‘I’ve been doing some research on this project, Ron. I need to get a personal grip on a situation.’




  Now, he sounded like some big business meeting. Preston knew things could happen like this, but it was still a shock. The ones you thought would give the trouble, like Dean Tait, turned out to

  be no problem at all, and then somebody who seemed quiet and all nods and spectacles, like Tyrone, started acting admiral of the fleet. ‘What research? All that been taken care of a long time

  before you even arrived.’




  ‘Dad’s a real fuss about work, Tyrone. That generation?’




  ‘I need to drive over the actual ground a few times, get the possibilities in my head,’ Tyrone said. ‘The motoring’s my responsibility. Once a job’s under way

  there’s not always time to think, Ron.’




  ‘I’ve got street maps for you. I told you that.’




  ‘I need the feel of the place.’




  ‘Ugh, maps?’ Grace said. ‘I can never make head or tail. I’m always stopping to ask.’




  ‘Driving around up there,’ Preston said, ‘it could be noticed, don’t you realise? Stolen car. That number could be everywhere by now. They’d put two and two

  together.’




  ‘The van had a run today,’ Tyrone replied.




  Preston was dazed for a moment. ‘The wages van? Today? This isn’t their day, not pay day.’




  ‘It had a run.’




  ‘What run? A delivery?’




  ‘Three blokes up, not two.’




  ‘Three?’




  ‘There’ve been some changes, Ron. This was just good luck. I didn’t know it was having a run. I was charting the roads, that’s all.’




  It did not matter how much Grace liked talking to Tyrone, Preston knew she would never say Wilf had already told them three. This was a sensitive kid, sensitive not just about abscesses and

  needles, and she could feel what a situation was and what there was no need to mention. To Tyrone she said: ‘Driving’s your line. You take a pride in it, anyone can see.’




  ‘What changes?’ Preston asked. ‘So, three up. But something else?’




  ‘This wasn’t a delivery.’




  ‘No. It’s not the day.’




  ‘This was a practice run.’




  ‘Practice? Practice for what?’




  ‘Dad, calm down. Shouting. You’re the one who didn’t want to draw attention.’




  ‘It looks as if they’re doing a new route, Ron.’




  ‘Oh, they vary routes. I told you, we don’t need research to tell us things we already got itemised. The route makes no difference, because we’re not interested until they get

  to the gates and the pay office.’




  ‘Not just varying. Going to two other factories afterwards. One called Linklater’s, the other Pan Products. It looked to me that they were sorting out their best way and timing

  themselves.’




  Astonished, Preston said: ‘Two more?’




  ‘They stopped at each place and the old guy introduces the new man to the people at the gates. He’s making sure they know his face for the future. This is starting a new procedure,

  Ron. This is three lots of money in the van when they make their first stop, at Brand’s.’ He had a big smile on again. ‘We’re on a bonus, Ron. You’ve planned it better

  than you knew. Linklater’s and Pan new customers? Or, is this just cost-cutting, running three deliveries together? It doesn’t matter which. The important thing is the extra. Maybe

  three times as much, maybe more.’
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