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CHAPTER 1


AS GOOD A PLACE AS ANY . . .


1965. The French Riviera.


The thieves emerged from the blackness of the alleyway and hit their mark under the sodium-yellow light of a street lamp. They didn’t stay under its unforgiving, effervescent glare for long, just long enough to check their watches and get synchronised. Then they disappeared back into the shadows where they belonged. There were three of them. One carried a suitcase. One carried a gentleman’s umbrella. And the other, concealed under his jacket, carried a cosh.


They moved towards their target: a jewellery store on the Rue d’Antibes. From the outside the shop looked impenetrable. With its bright red alarm boxes worn like badges of honour, it was as belled up as Notre Dame. With its heavy dull metal shutters fortressing and hiding the shiny and succulent treasures that lay inside, it was as armour clad and as tight as an oyster.


The men headed for the entrance of the apartment building next to the jewellery shop. A freshly cut key let them inside the lobby and they made their way along the hallway to the concierge’s flat on the ground floor. The door was knocked and answered. The concierge was the first obstacle to overcome. The cosh was produced from under one of the thief’s jackets, but it was not used, and the elderly man and his wife were quickly subdued. No rough stuff, no noise, not a peep. Just a quiet determination that told the elderly couple they meant business and they would not be hurt if they cooperated. The pass key to the apartment they required was quickly unshipped from the concierge’s chain that contained all the keys in the block. He and his wife were then gagged and bound in chairs with cushions to support their heads and made as comfortable as possible.


The thieves climbed the stairs and entered the apartment with ease. The place was expensively and elegantly decked out in antique furniture. In the front room, a shapely silk-covered chaise longue sat opposite an ornately carved Parian marble fireplace, whose mantel held an exquisite ormolu and malachite French Empire clock, featuring the modelled figures of Venus uncovering Cupid. Flanking the clock were a pair of hand-painted porcelain and bronze Sèvres candlesticks. Gilt-framed oils adorned the walls, a pair of murky Dutch masters amongst them. The living room was spacious enough for a grand piano, a Steinway, to sit as comfortably and innocuously as a coffee table. For a thief, it was a feast for the eyes. The living room alone would bring in a fine haul, a good night’s work. But these men had no interest in the room they were standing in as they hovered expectantly over the prize that lay beneath.


And still not a word had passed between the men. This self-imposed silence was not just for the obvious reason of not wanting to be heard, it was just that there was nothing left to say. It had all been said. It had all been discussed, worked out, rehearsed, run through. They were drilled and practised. They all knew their jobs. Talk expends energy, dissipates concentration and subverts purpose. There would be time enough to banter and go over the bones of the robbery later.


The suitcase was opened to reveal an array of tools for the job. The fitted carpet was soon cut and raised from the floor to expose parquet flooring. Thief number one took a chisel and a heavy wooden mallet from the case. A cloth was placed over the chisel’s handle to muffle as much noise as possible and the first blow was struck. The wood splintered. The hammer beat down on the chisel with the steady methodical beat of a metronome. At regular intervals, thief number two took a small dustpan and brush and swept up the splintered wood and crumbled masonry with all the care of a waiter decrumbing a table cloth. The three hours they had factored into the work were well calculated.


Thirty minutes into the job and a clock-watching thief number three raised his hand for the hammering to stop. Thief number three then padded over to the window and cracked the curtain just enough to see a uniformed policeman wander into frame. He was right on time. Doing his nightly rounds he checked the store opposite: a fancy goods store selling calfskin wallets, pigskin attaché cases, gold-nibbed fountain pens and other luxury accessories. Fancy enough, but not fancy enough to have metal shutters. Swinging his baton rhythmically and looking as though he had a tune ready to roll out on his puckered lips, he then moseyed over the road towards the men, or towards where the men would shortly be as soon as the whistling cop moseyed out of the scene. He tested the metal shutters with a cursory tap of his baton. Satisfied with what he saw, right on cue, the cop walked out of the scene.


Thief number three gave the nod, and the hammering continued at the now gaping wound in the floor. Then came the sound they had been waiting for – penetration. A thimbleful of rubble fell down below. But to the expectant ears of the thieves, it was as amplified as a sack of rocks being dropped down a lift shaft. The tinkle-tinkle sound it made suggested it may have landed on one of the highly polished glass display cases, that in the daylight hours did such a fine job of showing off the diamonds, sapphires, rubies and other finely faceted precious stones to such flawless effect.


The three thieves, now flat on their stomachs, gathered around the hole like bees around a honey pot, looked at each other with cautious smiles on their faces. They were just that little bit closer. A square of paper tissue was taken out of a pocket and placed over the hole. There was a perceptible flutter from the draught below. The cautious smiles grew.


A long extendable rod was retrieved from the case, the kind you’d use for your drains, and, oh-so-carefully, with the explorative guile of a gynaecologist, it was gently pushed through the freshly formed aperture. More rubble fell below. The cautious smiles dissolved on the tense faces as a fresh fear took hold. Although they knew that the falling masonry was small enough not to do any damage or make a loud and alarming racket, and whilst the job had been thoroughly cased . . . maybe, just maybe, there was a hidden trembler ready to ring out loud and proud like a speeding fire engine. But they also knew enough to know that every job is fraught with the unknowable. If it was that easy, every mug would be at it. The unknowable provides the fuel of adrenalin that thieves thrive upon.


Once the opening was deemed wide enough, the next tool was brought into play: a gentleman’s umbrella purchased from the fancy goods store opposite. It was of the finest quality with its sterling silver nose cap and collar and polished hickory shaft and it was strongly strutted to ward off the worst downpour. As an upside-down umbrella it would catch the falling debris, and was guaranteed smooth enough for the repeated action of multiple openings and closings. For each time the debris fell into the umbrella, it would be closed, brought up from the hole, emptied and then lowered again. The three thieves worked away in zipped silence at widening the hole that would soon become big enough to run a rope ladder down to the treasures below.


The eldest of the thieves, a nimble-looking man in his late forties, took a small household fire extinguisher that had a cord attached to each end from the case, and secured it around his shoulders. Then down the rope ladder he descended until his crêpe-soled feet met silently and softly with the floor. He drew in a slow breath as he acclimatized and assessed his new surroundings. He took out his pocket torch and raked the darkness until its fine beam picked out its target.


The thief padded stealthily over to the wall where the alarm was mounted. It was a top-of-the-range model. But he knew this already. There were no surprises. He took the fire extinguisher with its adapted nozzle, released the pin, depressed the lever and sprayed through the grated slats of the alarm. Soon enough the white foam of potassium bicarbonate was backing out from the grill. Two clock-watching minutes passed as he waited for it to solidify. He then balled his fist and banged it against the wall that held the alarm and . . .


Sonnez les matines! Sonnez les matines!
Din, dan, don. Din, dan, don . . .


. . . the alarm rang out, but it was deadened and dull and barely made a clack. He opened the alarm cover, cut the wires and deactivated it for good. He then gave the nod to this colleagues peering down at him, and they lowered themselves down the rope ladder.


And there she sat – the safe. She was to be cracked from the back. As the men brought the safe down onto its front, wooden struts were placed underneath to support it. The biggest of the three thieves, and the youngest, manoeuvred himself under the safe which was about the size of a household refrigerator. His broad shoulders and trunk stretched across the iron load. This boy was as strong as an ox and specially chosen for the job. He girded himself, summoned up the god Atlas, gave the nod, the wooden struts were removed, and, with the full weight of the safe on his back, he lowered himself onto his hands and knees. Sweat bubbled up on his forehead, his heart pounded pneumatically, muscles ballooned, the sinews stretched and burnt like the white heat of a rubber band at breaking point – but almost done. Smaller wooden struts were quickly put into place to support the safe, and the strong boy crawled out from under.


A cloth was wrapped around the barrel of the drill to muffle the noise. There was a steady drip of oil to keep the drill bit cool and sharp. Once the hole was drilled, the cutting device was attached: a rotating blade that worked like a lathe.


The jewels were now tantalizingly close. And so was the sound, an unexpected sound: the hammer of a gun clicking into place. The thieves performed their only unrehearsed move of the night and turned around sharply to see they were not alone . . .


1965. London.


Vince Treadwell parked the black Mk II Ford Zodiac by the red phone booth. This part of North London was hilly and leafy, with front lawns big enough to accommodate tall trees and jungly hedges to hide the big detached houses that lay beyond. He checked the address scribbled on a leaf of paper, and soon found himself standing in front of what looked like a very pricey pile imitating a Georgian mansion. There was a semicircular gravel drive that crunched alarmingly under foot, which seemed to announce him when a display of security lights went on under the pillared portico and the freshly turned flowerbeds. There were no curtains covering the tall unlit windows and, to Vince’s eye, the house looked as empty as a busker’s bank account.


Vince pressed the bell. He heard nothing. He then lifted the heavy black knocker and gave the door a good thump with it. The door wasn’t answered, but it did move. Vince pushed it open, but not very far as something was blocking his way. A body. He put his back into it and forced the door wide enough to sidle in. There, in the gloom of the hallway, he saw the body that was laid out on the floor. It was a dead dog, a big, long-haired Alsatian, one of the biggest he’d seen. It looked like a lion splayed out in the Serengeti sun after feasting off wildebeest. This image was born out by the blood around its gaped muzzle, its tongue lolling lifelessly and its yellow incisors glistening and looking as if they could bite your head off. It was recently dead, for Vince could feel the warmth coming off its carcass like a radiator.


He closed the front door behind him and moved along the hallway. A set of stairs were to his right. To his left a door, slightly ajar. In the silence, he heard a switch being thrown, and a faint light appear. Vince rehearsed saying ‘Hello?’ in his head, but it sounded ridiculous and he was glad he didn’t say it in real life. Whoever was in the room knew he was there. The light was an invite, a beckoning glow. He reached into the inside pocket of his midnight blue Crombie overcoat and felt the weapon. So with one hand gripped around the ebony handle of his switchblade, and the other opening the door, he stepped inside the room to join the party.


Before he had much time to do anything, the door was viciously kicked closed behind him. He felt an explosion go off at the back of his head, and a sheet of lightning in the blink of his eye. There was a searing pain that reverberated around his skull, and the sensation of his brain being forced out through his ears and nose, and his eyes ballooning and bulging and distending out of their sockets, with his tongue cutting loose and slithering out of his mouth like an eel escaping from a fisherman’s creel, and everything becoming null and everything became void and everything, everything, everything . . .


The French Riviera.


The air was heavily scented with pines and lavender. The aroma of pine came from the forest they were in, and the lavender was the smell of the raw perfume from one of the factories that was nearby. The cloying scents may have been the reason that one of the thieves, the youngest of the men, the strong boy who had carried the safe on his back, was leaning on his shovel and throwing up remorselessly. But it was more likely to do with the fact that he was standing in a grave. His own grave. The grave he had just dug with the help of his two colleagues. The pit was about four-feet deep now.


Two men stood over them with guns in their hands. One man was short and squat, a wad of thick muscle and heavy bone. A tough proposition: he looked tough to knock over, tough to get around, and tough to get a gun out of his hand. And that’s why the three thieves digging their own graves just hadn’t tried. The other man training a gun at them was taller, leaner, darker, and although not as tough looking, he was altogether meaner looking, the possessor of a twitchy trigger finger. Not that his menacing looks were in anyway needed, the three thieves digging their graves were already menaced; they had enough to contend with.


When the digging was done, the two men holding the pistols were joined by a third man. From out of the darkness he came. He oozed the ease of a man in charge, and contained a practised menace that didn’t need a scowl – a gentle smile would suffice. The three thieves gazed up at the man as if he was God. And in many ways, for them, right here, right now, he was God. The power of life or death was held delicately in his tanned smooth hands.


‘You know who I am, Englishmen?’


With every utterance, potentially their last, the thieves glanced around at each other in silent deliberation, searching for the right answer. But they found little in the way of endorsement and all they drew from each other was just reflected fear. They looked back up at their inquisitor and nodded in resigned recognition. They knew who the man was, of course they did.


‘Now drop the shovels and get out,’ he instructed.


The thieves scrambled enthusiastically out of the shallow pit. Breathless and optimistic, they received the Frenchman’s smile with glad hearts.


‘I suppose you think that I made you dig your graves as a warning? A warning to every foreign thief who comes onto my territory, out of season, and without my express permission, to stay the hell away?’


The eldest thief offered up: ‘No one told us that we couldn’t work here . . . I swear to God, we didn’t know . . . ’


That statement was left to hang in the night air. It stank of lies. The stench was as cloying and oppressive as the pine and lavender in the air.


Eventually the Frenchman countered, ‘God holds little sway around here, Englishman. From Marseille to Monaco is mine. All mine.’


‘We’ll tell them, don’t worry about that,’ assured the oldest thief, his colleagues nodding along in solid accord. ‘We’ll tell them not to come here.’


‘Let them come. I enjoy killing Englishmen.’


With that, the hot blue flash of gunfire lit up the thieves’ tormented faces, before six bullets tore into them and pushed them back into the freshly toiled and bloody earth. Pine and lavender was now replaced by cordite and gunpowder.


As the Frenchman peered into the grave at the twisted heap of lifeless humanity below, a small trickle of blood escaped his nostril and eddied down his lip. He wiped the blood away, examined it on his fingers, and smiled. At his feet lay the open suitcase with the night’s haul. The Frenchman knelt down and dipped his hand in the treasures and grabbed up a handful of tangled gold chains, ropes of pearls, and a cluster of diamond brooches. He then picked out a modest little gold ring and tossed it into the grave. His two men took that as a cue to pick up the shovels and fill in the grave. The Frenchman closed the case and carried it off into the night, a tune whistling on his lips,


‘Sonnez les matines! Sonnez les matines!
Din, dan, don. Din, dan, don . . .


London.


When Vince Treadwell’s eyelids eventually, and very slowly, ratcheted open, the first thing his eyes set upon was another pair of eyes looking straight back at him. The eyes were on the same level as his: floor level. And they were rounded and protruded and looked as though they were made of glass. There didn’t seem to be a lot going on behind them. Vince took in the rest of the visage before him. The mouth wore a pained and rigor mortis grimace. If Vince thought he felt bad, he felt better now, because at least he was feeling something. The stiff on the floor didn’t have the luxury of pain. Vince saw what had killed the man. A knife was buried in his chest. It was his knife buried in the man’s chest. And it was his hand gripping the ebonized haft of the knife. Vince and the corpse were both lying on their sides, facing each other, about twelve-inches apart. It was intimate, with a deadly connection: Vince’s hand on the knife, the knife in the corpse’s chest . . .


As much as Vince felt compelled to spring to his feet and get some perspective on the scene, he could only do as much as his body allowed. So he climbed to his feet in uncertain and unsteady stages that seemed to play out, in real time, the evolution of the one-celled amoeba to upright Homo sapiens. Maybe out of respect for the corpse next to him, but he didn’t make too much of a fuss about it. Once on his feet, and leaning heavily against the arm of a black leather and chrome-framed couch, Vince started taking on board some deep breaths. He didn’t bother to check out the damage done to the back of his head, he knew it was an open wound. It felt cold and sharp, and yet at the same time managed to feel numb and pulped.


He scoped the room, his vision zooming in and out of focus with each move of his head. It was a big room and expensively furnished in that moneyed style that didn’t necessarily have anything to do with taste. And it was a ransacked mess. It looked like every stick of furniture in the place had been turned over and taken apart. Paintings were off the walls; drawers had been extracted from the desk, and the desk itself had been pulled away from the wall. Cabinets were opened and emptied, rugs rolled up from the floor, and the floor itself looked like a feathered coop where all the silk cushions had been knifed open.


Vince’s eye naturally fell back to the focal point in the room, the corpse. The victim was a big man, closing in on something like 260 pounds, his bulk evenly covering his six-foot something frame. He had shiny black curly hair that looked younger than his years; Vince had him pegged at around the fifty mark. He was wearing pale blue silk pyjamas, and tooled burgundy Moroccan leather slippers. The pyjamas were initialled, including on the back pocket. A back pocket on a pair of silk pyjamas was about as pointless as a back pocket on a sock, thought Vince, pointlessly. Still, the embroidered E. L. confirmed for certain that the victim was who Vince thought it was.


Vince had seen enough. He edged out of the living room with small traumatized steps, every move an effort that seemed to register in his head wound. The shock of the dead man had left him now and he was back with his own problems and his own pain. He was panting and felt like puking. His head felt like it was on an industrial spin cycle, no doubt adjusting to the freshly depleted brain-cell count.


He staggered into the hallway and lurched towards the door, grabbed the doorknob and turned it. Again, the dog, even in death, was doing a faithful job of guarding the door and refusing to leave his post. Vince gave the door a good pull and shoved him out of the way some more.


It was dawn, with its timid metallic light breaking through the autumnal dark. The air held a chill, biting at the open wound at the back of his head. It was an effort not to pass out. What stopped that from happening was the distant purl of car engines getting closer and closer, louder and louder and then screeching to a halt with exclamatory skids. The headlights were turned on full beam and they were aimed at Vince, filling his eyes with white light. What did he know about white light? You don’t go towards it. You resist it. Were these the bright enticing lights of death drawing him in, and the voices that accompanied them the seraph emissaries ushering him forth to Elysian Fields . . .?


‘Don’t you fucking move, Treadwell!’


‘Not a muscle, you fucking prick!’


No. They weren’t the seraph emissaries of Elysian Fields. They were Block and Jacket of Scotland Yard.




CHAPTER 2


BLOCK AND JACKET


Scotland Yard.


Vince had been patched up. Some stitches were to be put in the back of his head. The doc said there was no real damage, he had a hard nut, and likened it to an ostrich’s egg as opposed to a sparrow’s. Vince wasn’t overly keen on the analogy, but bedside manners aside, he felt the doctor’s diagnosis should have included a good week or two in bed. Anything was preferable to standing where he was standing right now. And that was next to nine other men in an identity parade.


‘Turn to the left, facing the exit sign.’


And to a man they all turned to the left, like a reluctant and not very well drilled little troop of soldiers. Vince had been on the other side of the two-way mirrors in line-ups before, stood with the victim as they pointed their assailant out. The perpetrators had a way of looking through the glass that always made their victims shudder, as if they were picking them out, searing themselves into their minds for ever. And here he was, peering at the mirror, wondering who was on the other side. He knew who DCI Maurice McClusky, Mac, was. He knew DSs Kenny Block and Philly Jacket were behind there too. Smiling probably. But who else?


6 April 1965. Scotland Yard. Interview Room 1.


‘. . . I was at home when I got the call. The voice down the line gave me the address of the house in Hampstead Garden Suburb. When I got there, I found the door was open and a dead dog was in the hallway. I went into the living room, then . . . bingo, lights out Vienna. I woke up . . . and saw him. Dead. The dead dog should have warned me. As omens go . . . a dead dog on the doorstep is about as up front as you can get. I mean, if curiosity did for the cat, maybe the dog should have told me something? But it didn’t . . . it never does. Can I have a cigarette?’


‘You don’t smoke, Vincent,’ said Mac.


‘No . . . I guess not.’


Vince was with Mac, and the redoubtable double act that was Kenny Block and Philly Jacket. The men were arranged around the interview room thus: Vince was seated at a table opposite Kenny Block, who, with his hands laced together in front of him, looked reptile eyed and officious. Vince got the impression that he could have been anyone seated there as far as Kenny Block was concerned. Mac was sitting behind Kenny against the wall. His demeanour seemed to fit the role of observer. He was filling and tamping his pipe, and looking for all the world like the present predicament in which they all found themselves was a big fat mistake and would soon be resolved. It gave Vince comfort. Kenny Block’s partner in crime and inquisition, Philly Jacket, was standing against the door turning change in his pockets and working a big wad of Wrigley’s spearmint gum around his mouth; his fidgety face was doing a good job of looking uncomfortable.


‘Seeing as you’re so forgetful, Treadwell,’ said Kenny Block, ‘let me remind you. The dead man was only dead because he had your knife stuck in his chest. Take a look-see . . .’


Kenny Block opened the thin manila file in front of him and showed Vince the snaps. Lots of morgue shots of the victim with his toe-tag, bollock naked and bruised all over. A gaping wound to the back of his head, making it look like a ripped-open pomegranate. As stated, a switchblade buried in his chest. It was a quality knife. The ebonized handle with the little silver shield cartouche, just crying out to be etched with some initial. But even without the incriminating initials, Vince was incriminated enough, and would have recognized the knife anywhere – it was his. Not standard government issue. But neither was Vince. His official status was pending.


‘Your knife, with your prints all over it. Full prints, Treadwell. Couldn’t be clearer. Your paws painted on in blood as pretty as a picture,’ said Kenny Block, pressing the images home, and to Vince’s mind, getting a little poetic about it. ‘Just in case you’re in any doubt, you’re on a murder charge.’


He wasn’t in any doubt. Groggy as he was, short on memory as he was, he still knew that right now he was residing on Shit Street – rent free and with no removal van in sight. And yet the words, murder charge, still managed to muster fresh shock. Vince felt a cold sensation crawl down the back of his neck and grab him tightly around the chest.


‘Do you know who he is?’ asked Kenny Block.


‘I don’t know who he is . . . but I have an idea who he is. Teddy the Levantine?’


‘Edward Levine to his mother and his rabbi. But you’re right, Teddy the Levantine to his not so salubrious friends – of which there are many.’


Vince had questions and answers, but let Kenny Block have his moment.


‘From what we saw, Treadwell, there was a hell of a fight. Teddy the Levantine had a reputation for knowing how to look after himself. Twenty years ago he used to pal around with Slip Sullivan and his mob, doing heavy work for Jack Spot.’


Vince shrugged. ‘Before my time.’


Philly Jacket joined in. ‘And you’re no shrinking violet, Vinnie boy, you know how to handle yourself, don’t shirk away from a tear-up. Bit of a hothead.’


Kenny Block: ‘That’s right, Treadwell, handy with your fists.’


Philly Jacket: ‘Don’t shy away from using a blade neither, so the rumour goes.’


Kenny Block: ‘That’s right, as far as blade work goes, you’ve got form, Treadwell.’


Philly Block: ‘Tough boy.’


Kenny Block: ‘Hard case.’


Vince thought he heard a muted groan go up from Mac. He matched it with a listless sigh and then turned around to Philly Jacket, it was his turn next. Vince was familiar with the routine, he’d witnessed it many times and knew its effectiveness. They called it ‘Griming up the Collar’. Block and Jacket would stand at opposite ends of the room and shoot questions and accusations at the suspects at a relentless rate. The suspect would turn back and forth between Block and Jacket, as if they were watching a particularly fast rally in a tennis game, building up a sweat as they twisted their heads, griming up their shirt collar.


Philly Jacket didn’t disappoint. ‘You enjoy the violence, eh, Treadwell? One of the perks of the job, beating the shit out of someone?’


Vince wanted to prove him right and crack his head open on the corner of the table. Instead he gave a methodical and contemptuous shake of his head and said, ‘More of a hobby these days, boys. I’m not in the job, remember?’


‘Exactly!’ barked Kenny Block, pleased the point had been made. ‘The way we see it, Treadwell—’


‘Is that the royal “we”, Kenny?’ cut in Vince. ‘Because I don’t think Mac agrees. Right, Mac?’


All the men turned towards Mac. If there was any Royalty in the room, it was surely him. The one they deferred to, DCI Maurice McClusky, aka The Professor. Edging towards retirement, tall and gaunt, with a thick column of grey hair brushed off a high brow, a beak of a nose that usually balanced a pair of bifocals precariously at the end of them, and with his self-imposed uniform of grey flannel with leather-patched elbows, he looked as though he should be standing before a chalk board marking up Einstein’s equations for the egg heads at Imperial College. But here he was, a cop, working out some equally pressing problems of life and death.


Mac unplugged the pipe from his kisser and inspected the dying cinders in the bowl, before, in his own sweet-sweet time, offering up, ‘Right now, Vincent, I think it might be wise not to try to prove yourself the smartest bastard in the room. That post is reserved for me, and I’m in no mood to relinquish it. And Kenny and Philly, Vince has seen the routine a hundred times before and there’s nothing fresh in it. Check his collar, it’s as clean as a whistle. So let’s try something else. Like asking some straight questions and getting some straight answers.’


Vince and Block and Jacket looked at each other, more than a little abashed, caught out like kids, even in these most heavy of circumstances. Mac started in:


‘Teddy the Levantine owns a travel agent’s on the Edgware Road, but as his house in Hampstead Garden Suburb shows, even if his tax returns don’t, he’s an international fence dealing in everything from major art works to big pieces of tom. But he specializes in tom. Your friend at Interpol, Ray Dryden, has probably got an open file on him?’


Vince said nothing. Mac wasn’t expecting much more and continued. ‘Teddy the Levantine, before his demise, was warm. Very warm. Now, what do you know about that, Vincent?’


Vince immediately offered up a name: ‘Murray the Head.’ At this, all eyes lit on Vince. The name carried weight and value. ‘The voice on the phone, telling me to go the house in Hampstead Garden Suburb, he was talking in a whisper, breathless, it sounded like he was in pain. But I had a hunch it was Murray the Head.’


‘Murray the Head,’ repeated Kenny Block.


Vince looked confused at the confused faces staring back at him, so he reiterated, ‘The movie star’s jewellery that was lifted from the Ritz?’


Kenny Block, ‘We know all about the Ritz job, Treadwell. But what the hell has that got to do with you?’


‘Didn’t Tommy Buckle tell you I went to see him?’


There were more double takes and checks and silent exchanges before Mac gave Kenny Block the nod, who then piped up with: ‘DI Tommy Buckle hasn’t told us anything, because right now he’s—’


‘Drunk?’


‘Shut up, Treadwell!’ shot back Kenny Block. ‘That’s the trouble with you teetotal bastards, you think everyone else is a drunk!’


‘Only when they puke on themselves and fall flat on their faces at nine o’clock in the morning.’


Kenny Block was going to volley back with some righteous vehemence, but Mac raised a halting hand and said, ‘Let’s just say, DI Tommy Buckle is indisposed right now. So instead of Tommy Buckle telling us, why don’t you tell us, Vincent. From the beginning.’


‘About Murray the Head and the Ritz job?’


‘Is it at the beginning?’


‘Close enough.’




CHAPTER 3


THE BEGINNING, OR CLOSE ENOUGH


25 February 1965.


Vince Treadwell stepped out into the noisy and noisome atmosphere of Leicester Square. The smells in the air were the movable feasts of hot dogs and hamburgers. A vendor’s cart had just pitched up outside the cinema Vince had stepped from, and was advertising the American cuisine at the top of his voice. The rest of the smells and noises in the air was just Friday night in the West End. Vince was sorely tempted to buy a hot dog. Fussier tastes prevented him.


Her name was Alma, and she was stepping out of the Continental cinema just behind him. Alma was an old friend from university, and the Continental, as the name suggested, dealt mostly in films you had to read. French films were good for reading, their romantic and leisured delivery made for slow subtitles. The Italians, full of passion and pep and vim and verve, talked at a clip. Reading Italian subtitles was like trying to read War and Peace on a flip-chart operated by an amphetamine freak. The film they’d just seen was French. And to Vince’s mind, subtitles weren’t necessary. You got the story just from the characters’ faces and their actions, like a silent movie. And halfway through the film, for a good thirty minutes, they stopped talking altogether and just got on with the job in hand. It was a neat trick. And one that he appreciated.


‘That was a drag,’ said Alma distractedly, as she rifled sundries in her handbag.


‘I thought you liked foreign films?’ said Vince redundantly, knowing everyone professed to liking foreign films, just like everyone professed to liking Shakespeare and Charles Dickens.


‘I do like them. Me and a girlfriend saw The Umbrellas of Cherbourg only the other week. That was lovely. I just didn’t know why we had that boring bit in the middle, where they didn’t talk. It went on for ever.’


‘The heist?’


‘Is that what they call it?’


‘In America they do.’


‘We’re not in America, Vince.’


He glanced over to the hot-dog stand; it was painted in the stars and stripes. His stomach rumbled to the tune of the Star-Spangled Banner.


‘Well, in all fairness to them,’ said Vince, ‘they were committing a robbery at the time. They’re running on adrenalin. And a job like that takes skill and concentration. What did you want them to do, chit-chat? You can see a play for that.’


The film they had just seen was Rififi (1955). It was playing as part of a repertoire of Jules Dassin films. It was on a double bill with Never on Sunday (1960), a film about a hooker and a thief. Vince was a fan. Not of hookers and thieves particularly, though he’d known quite a few of them in his time, but of the director Jules Dassin.


Fifteen minutes later, and to keep up the continental theme, they were in the French House pub in Soho, and surrounded by Alma’s friends. They were a mixed bunch, reasonably successful straight-goers, who all veered towards the artsy-fartsy side of fiscal success, hence their choice of hostelry. There was a copywriter for the advertising company OMG; an A&R man for EMI; a sculptor teaching at the RCA; a producer for the BBC; an actress at the RSC; and Alma herself who worked as an archivist for the V&A. There wasn’t a tinker, tailor, soldier, sailor or candlestick maker amongst them. But then again, thought Vince acidly, this was Soho, the beating heart of bohemian London, and amongst all the clip joints, porno parlours, drinking clubs, spiels, and walk-up flats where ‘Models’ waited for their ‘Artists’, nestled just as many advertising agencies, film companies and PR firms. It seemed in this coterie of strivers and achievers that Vince was the only one ‘between appointments’, as they say.


It had been two weeks since the disciplinary hearing where Vince had been suspended from all duties, pending further investigation and another hearing in three months’ time. The case that had caused all the scandal in the corridors of power at Scotland Yard had also made all the papers. Fresh on the heels of the Profumo Affair, the press had called it ‘The Gilded Edge’ affair. What made it such a page-turner in the newspapers, and the reason for Vince’s suspension, was his affair with the society beauty, Isabel Saxmore-Blaine, who just happened to be the chief suspect in the murder investigation he was conducting. Vince was able to prove that she was innocent, or as innocent as you can get in London in 1965, which isn’t very, but she certainly wasn’t a murderer.


In the interim he would have to undertake some police procedural training courses at the Yard. Vince had swallowed it, and kept his mouth shut. His other option was simple: pack a bag, get in his car and drive. See where the road took him; as long as it was out of England and he had the sun on his back, he felt sure he’d be headed in the right direction and would be happy. But now, standing here, amongst the work force of Great Britain PLC, he was beginning to have doubts. He wished he was in the car right now, the roof down, edging his way around a left turn on a sweeping mountain road to reveal a welcoming vista of the bay below, with its lapis lazuli sea, white sand, and the hot sun pressing down and stamping everything golden.


‘Vincent has a degree in law,’ declaimed Alma, piercing the tranquillity and blowing out the imagined scenery, ‘and personally I think he’s far too intelligent to be a policeman anyway.’


‘Why do you assume policemen are unintelligent?’ chipped in the sculptor from the RCA.


‘A dogged intelligence,’ jibbed in the man from the BBC.


‘An inquisitive mind,’ EMI.


‘Logic, facts, motives,’ OMG.


‘The ability to judge character,’ RSC.


‘A fox like cunning to outwit the foe!’ RCA.


‘An eye for detail,’ BBC.


‘Detection by its very nature calls for a shrewd intelligence,’ EMI.


‘Here, here! Sorry, Alma, but we’re not of a mind,’ OMG.


‘I don’t care what mind you’re of, Vincent could do better, a lawyer, barrister.’V&A.


None of this was new to Vince. Alma was only a year older than he, but early in their friendship she had positioned herself in the clucking matriarch role, and he as the recalcitrant delinquent. She disapproved of most of the things he did most of the time, from his profession to the ‘types’ of women he dated. She always thought he could do better. Vince stayed silent during this exchange. The white wines and half-pint measures offered in the French House were quickly quaffed by Alma and her chums, and it was off to a Chinese restaurant, renowned for the glazed orange ducks hung in the window, and the glazed indifference of its abruptly rude waiters.


On the way there, the subject was again Vince. They’d all read about his last case in the newspapers, and they wanted the dirt on the dangers of being a copper. And as Vince served it up to them, he began to miss the job already, the buzz of working a case. Like the thieves in the film who needed the adrenalin rush to do the work they did, Vince also needed the fix. The buzz, the action, the danger, it becomes a habit, and then you’re hooked—


His line of thought snapped as they turned into Gerrard Street and he saw what looked like a foe from his past. And suddenly the adrenalin rushed through him once again like some euphoric recall. The man was coming out of the restaurant that Vince and his party were about to go into. The man was dressed in his customary long camel-hair coat, topped off with a dark green fedora hat with a cream-coloured band, the brim pulled down, seemingly to obscure as much of his face as possible; a pair of tortoiseshell-framed dark glasses finished off the masking job. Murray the Head, looking as slippery and suspicious as fresh sin, segued into the Soho crowd.


Vince felt a tugging at his elbow, and turned to see Alma doing the tugging. ‘Vincent, we’re going in here.’ He saw the BBC, RSC, OMG, RCA, EMI, all making their way into the jaws of the Jade Dragon restaurant.


He removed Alma’s guiding grip, and told her, ‘I’ve just seen an old friend, I’ll meet you in there in five minutes.’ He didn’t wait for a reply, didn’t think it was necessary as it was a perfectly reasonable request, even though it was a pack of lies. If he caught up with Murray the Head, he knew it would take longer than five minutes, for nothing in the life of one of England’s most prolific and celebrated jewel thieves was that brief.


As the camel-coated criminal turned into Wardour Street, Vince hollered: ‘Murray the Head!’ Heads in the immediate vicinity had turned towards Vince. Heads in the not so immediate vicinity had turned. But not the head of the man it was aimed at, the owner of the unlikely moniker. The nickname, the Head, was given to him not just because the underworld likes giving out derogatory nicknames, or for his considerable brains in pulling off some of the most lucrative heists in the whole of thief-dom. No, it was for possessing a head that was as hairless as a cue-ball, as smooth as a baby’s backside, as shiny as bone china.


Murray the Head took to his toes with the practised pace of a seasoned getaway artist. Vince bolted after him, and saw him beat a path down Wardour Street and past the Whisky a Go-Go nightclub. The queuing crowds were spilled out onto the street, Mods and hipsters and Rude Boys and even Ruder Girls. One bobbed-cut beauty wore a mini-dress that was so eye-wateringly short – or her legs so unfathomably long – that Vince was distracted enough to lose sight the Head. He stopped in the middle of the street, sharply turning this way and that to see where his quarry had gone. Eventually he spun around to his right and saw the bald buccaneer’s heels making a clean clip of it down Brewer Street. He pursued.


The Head threw another left at Lexington Street then down to the bustling colony that was Piccadilly Circus: this high-voltage hub of London where everything was electrified and amplified, and on a Saturday night you really got a sense of the Piccadilly Circusness of Piccadilly Circus. It was a heaving swamp of hot humanity, packed with sight-seers, fun-seekers, club-goers, cinema-goers, play-goers and pick-pockets. The herd of traffic rounding Eros had ground to a halt, leaving bellicose horns blowing in the wind. If there was still any potency in the analogy that cities adhered to the organic intricacies of the human body, then this one was clogged and clotted and its beating heart was about to attack. And all the neon signs and lit-up hoardings that advertised Kodak, Coca-Cola, Players cigarettes, Double Diamond lager, Gordon’s gin and Wrigley’s Spearmint chewing gum, looked like the flashing lights in an emergency room.


Vince was about twenty feet away from the Head, but it might as well have been a good country mile as he picked his way through the dense crowd. A once around the circus, down by Lillywhites, then straight along Piccadilly proper towards Green Park. Murray the Head was motoring now, giving the pavement some serious leather. Past the Criterion Hotel, Cording the Gentlemen’s country outfitters, past Simpsons of Piccadilly, Fortnum and Mason, and Hatchard’s the book shop, heading towards the covered arcade of the Ritz Hotel and then—


‘Watch your step!’


Vince was face down on the floor, like Superman in flight, arms outstretched before him. The first pain he felt was in the heels of his hands where they had ploughed the pavement and come up red and raw. His chin had taken a crack too and also lost some skin. There were ooohs, and aaahhs from the crowd that had gathered and now shaped themselves around the flattened figure on the floor. There was also a very audible gaggle of giggles, which got Vince to his senses and on his feet far quicker than the sympathy.


‘You all right, guv?’ asked the cloth-capped newspaper vendor whose stand he had taken his tumble by.


‘Yeah, I think so,’ replied Vince getting to his feet and trying to get a little upright dignity into his voice. On further inspection he saw that the vendor, along with the dog-end of a roll-up glued to his bottom lip, was wearing a smirk. Vince had the feeling it was a job well done.


‘Quite a tumble you took, you went right over the top. That’s right, guv, I bent down to tie me laces, and you went right over the top.’


Vince looked down at the obstacle’s feet expecting to see a pair of slip-ons, but saw a pair of chewed-looking brown brogues instead, so that side of his story held up. But Vince still had it as odds-on that he’d tripped him on purpose. Murray the Head, a known face and man about town, had probably told the vendor a copper was after him – because cabbies, market traders, newspaper vendors and anyone else who earned a living on the streets of London town knew the game. Vince smiled the smile of a man who knew it too, and knew he’d get nothing out of the vendor, who was theatrically shaking his head and making noises of sympathy for the spill.


Vince headed off rather sluggishly towards the direction Murray the Head had headed, knowing he had lost him. As he scanned the street, defeated, he saw there was a pack of photographers outside the entrance of the Ritz Hotel. Nothing unusual in that, but the mood was up, so, mildly curious, Vince ventured over to one of the photographers. He was a curly-haired kid of about nineteen, who was sitting on a light blue Lambretta with two Leica cameras hung around his neck. Vince asked, ‘Who you waiting for?’


The snapper on the scooter was busily adjusting one of his cameras and without looking up said, ‘Peter Sellers.’


‘He’s staying here?’


‘No, visiting some tasty foreign bird, the actress, Capucine. Heard of her?’


Vince had not only heard of her but had seen her up on the silver screen. He gave a nod of approval and said, ‘Lucky Peter Sellers.’


The curly-haired kid stopped fiddling with his camera and gave Vince his full attention, his brow puckered at what he saw. ‘You been in the wars.’


Vince looked down at the blood on his hands that had seeped into his cuffs. He tapped his thumb gingerly over his chin and felt raw weeping flesh. His knees were burning and crying out for some attention too. Remembering Alma and the rest of the ‘gang’ he realised he couldn’t go back to the restaurant looking like he was looking. So his plan was simple, he would be putting on the Ritz. He would go into the bar and order up a club soda, put in a call to Alma at the Jade Dragon and apologise profusely and buy himself another ten minutes, then use the gents for a full wash and brush up, then jump in a cab back to the Jade Dragon. He didn’t even make it into the lobby.


‘Are you a guest here, sir?’


‘No, I just want to order a drink at the bar.’


‘I don’t think so, sir, not looking like that. If you need medical attention—’


‘I don’t need medical attention,’ interrupted Vince, ‘it’s just a scratch. I’ve had worse, believe me.’


‘That I don’t doubt.’


He was a stout-looking fellow of some five foot eleven uncompromising inches. He was fully Ritzed-up in a pantomime costume of period servitude, and his manner fitted perfectly into his tight military-style tunic with its gold epaulettes, shoulder brushes, spilling brocade, and polished rows of buttons. He looked like some Grand Duke in a made-up country the Marx brothers may have visited. He checked Vince over, paying special attention to the holes in his knees, the bloody hands, the glistening red chin, and the sweat that sheened his brow from the chase.


Vince was about to salute him and head off, when lightning struck. The photo boys got excited and surged towards the hotel entrance and started snapping. Two men appeared at the top of the steps. One was tall, lean, with jet black hair, with black wraparound sunglasses. He was dressed in an evening suit; it looked rented. It was all topped off with a toothpick that was going ten-to-the-dozen around his aggressively curled mouth; the toothpick routine looked like a piece of shtick plundered from a movie. He was perfectly accompanied by a shorter man of the hefty, no-neck variety, with the chest of a buffalo and the arms of a knuckle-dragging gorilla, and a face a mixture of the two. He too was dressed in an evening suit, but his didn’t look rented – it looked found.


The two bodyguards moved forward in unison, like they’d done it a thousand times before, and cleared a path before them. Vince felt the sharp elbows of the tall one dig into him and muscle him out of the way of the entrance. Vince said something along the lines of ‘What’s your game, pal?’ He was the only dissenting voice. The photo boys were used to getting pushed out of the way, and the liveried doorman was paid and dressed to take this type of treatment from the guests and their retinue. But Vince was sweating, bloodied, and had already been made a chump of and was in no mood for further treatment.


The heat from the photo boys got turned right up and the magnesium popped and flashed.


‘Capucine!’


‘This way, darling!’


‘Look at the birdie, Capucine, over here, sweetheart!’


‘Peter, Peter, give us a smile!’


‘Over here, Peter!’


Down the stairs came Peter Sellers dressed in an evening suit, a pair of black-rimmed glasses and a big goonish grin. He held the hand of the woman next to him, as if she was the princess descending the stairs. It was official: she was one of the most beautiful-looking woman Vince had ever seen – ever – outside the pages of magazines and movie theatres, where she had adorned both, as a top Paris fashion model and an international film star. Perfectly put together, Capucine was celestial engineering of the highest order.


The movie-star moment was broken with yet another sharp elbow from the tall bodyguard, this time delivered to the chest rather than the arm. Vince, knowing he wasn’t at his best, obeyed the command and moved away to the side-lines, as Peter Sellers and Capucine glided down the stairs and into an awaiting car; a black Citroën DS with blacked-out windows, looking more like a spaceship than a car as it rose up from the ground for take-off, then whooshed off into the Milky Way and twinkly stars of Piccadilly.


Vince walked away from the hotel with a stiff-kneed gait. He pulled back his sleeve and read his wristwatch; it read badly. The five minutes he had promised Alma had elapsed some forty-five minutes ago. She and her friends would be cracking open the fortune cookies and trying to get spare rib out of their teeth with the chop-sticks by now. But he went through the routine of getting a cab back to the Jade Dragon anyway, only to find that they had gone. He ordered the ribs and chow mein.




CHAPTER 4


PASSPORT OUT OF PIMLICO


26 February. Morning.


Vince heaped a spoonful of Jamaican Blue Mountain coffee into the French press. Still 75 per cent asleep as he was, it was the thought of the coffee that shook him, not the rich aromatic smell. It was the price of it. The sheer luxurious expense of it. And here he was, three months suspension without pay; would these be the little luxuries he would no longer be able to afford? Would he be on the dry roasted vacuum-packed shit they sold on the TV? Cheap coffee, it was anathema to him.


He padded into the living room, dumped himself on the couch, and considered his lot. Three months of just schlumping around whilst his be-ribboned superiors decided his fate. Already, and it had only been a few days, he was bored. Bored of life? Bored of London?


He looked around his Pimlico flat, that was freshly papered, newly carpeted, and decked out in some nice pieces of furniture got on the HP. The place was sucking him down into some stale, servile domesticity. The yearning to pack a bag and take off for a couple of months was strong. Stick a pin in a map and head for the hole it made and jump right in. Anywhere! Just get the hell out of London. It was wearing him down. It seemed as if the whole world was telling him that London was the place to be right now. With not a day going by without reading some article, or seeing some news flash about how this little sceptred isle was leading the way in music with The Beatles, The Rolling Stones, The Who, The Dave Clark Five; and how the new working-class actors like Michael Caine, Terence Stamp, Albert Finney and Tom Courtenay were set to take Hollywood by storm. And how everyone was getting their hair cut by Vidal Sassoon and kitted out by Mary Quant and John Stephen. Right now, to Vince’s mind, London and England were stuck right up itself. A self-conscious little island that was caught in the glare of its own publicity, and preening full of pomp and circumstance like the callous youths done up in dandy duds and peacocking up and down Carnaby Street; whilst in reality, most of England, outside of Technicolor London, was still stuck in a black and white kitchen sink drama of post-war nineteen-fifties, and getting the heart torn out of it by fat-cat city developers and town planners who were tearing everything down and covering it all in grey concrete with their tower blocks, highrise walkways, soulless subways, underpasses and unfathomable city centres in their brave new world . . .


What broke Vince’s mean-spirited stream of consciousness was the newspaper nose diving through the letter box and belly-flopping onto the hallway floor. He hauled himself off the couch and collected the paper and brought it back into the living room for a damn good read. He would leave the thing thumbed and frazzled and ravished and beaten up, because lying on the couch and reading the paper was his only plan for today. So imagine his surprise when he opened the rag and was met by the headline: ‘Movie Star Robbery at the Ritz!’


The caper at the Ritz was performed between the hours of 10 p.m. and 1 a.m. The suite of jewels belonged to the French fashion model turned actress, Capucine. The jewels had been made by Cartier, a special commission, for a large print advertising campaign the French jewellers were running. She was also to exclusively wear them at a spate of red carpet premieres she would be attending.


At the time of the robbery she had been a guest at a charity event accompanied by her friends Peter Sellers, David Niven, and the American actor, William Holden, who was also in town. Details about how the gems were stolen were sketchy at best, just the standard accompanying comment that it was a ‘daring raid’ with inevitably lots of references to the movie The Pink Panther, in which she starred with both Peter Sellers and David Niven.


6 April. Scotland Yard. Interview Room 1.


‘Could I have some coffee?’


‘We don’t have that flash stuff you like, Treadwell,’ said Kenny Block.


‘Oh yeah, I forgot. I’ll take a nice cup of tea then.’


Kenny Block looked over at Philly Jacket standing by the door to do the necessary. Philly Jacket didn’t want to be fetching tea for anyone, but couldn’t think of a good enough reason not to either. So Philly Jacket glared down at Vince like tea was too good for him. Then in between some heavy gum chewing he managed to ask, ‘How many sugars?’Vince gave him the number, and Philly Jacket went to fetch, but not before Kenny Block piped up:


‘I’ll have a tea too, Philly.’


‘Yeah? What did your last one die of?’


Before Kenny could tell him what his last one died of, Mac chipped in, ‘Whilst you’re at it, Philly, I’ll take a cup too – might as well make a pot whilst you’re at it. And bring in the biscuits, the chocolate Bourbons, not just the Digestives.’ Philly Jacket exited muttering complaints from his gum-wadded mouth.


Kenny Block grinned and called out, ‘And hurry up, slave-boy!’ to the just departed Philly Jacket. It got a laugh, even from Philly in the corridor. Kenny then said, ‘You see, Vince, better service than the Ritz. So why didn’t you tell us about Murray the Head?’


‘I thought I just did.’


‘When you read about it in the papers, why didn’t you call us? Mac would have been glad to hear from you, right, Mac?’


‘Always a pleasure,’ said Mac looking intently into the bowl of his pipe.


‘Could have saved us some time, Treadwell,’ said Kenny Block. ‘Looks like you were withholding information.’


‘Why would I do that?’


‘Pick up a nice fat reward.’


‘I didn’t know anything about a reward.’


‘You know the way it works, Treadwell, there’s always a reward. Not like the people involved can’t afford it. Cappuccino . . . She Italian?’


‘It’s Capucine. And she’s French.’


‘Well, whatever her name is, she’s got to be minted.’


‘You’re murder squad, Kenny. Why would I bother you with a little thing like a jewel theft?’


Kenny was about to parry, but Mac cut in. ‘And that’s why we’re here, gentleman, so let’s not get too distracted with jewels. This is a murder case. Carry on, Vince.’


‘I followed my nose, and went to the Ritz . . .’




CHAPTER 5


A DIAMOND THE SIZE OF THE RITZ


26 February. Midday.


Outside the Ritz Hotel photographers and news hounds and a Pathé film crew had their cameras rolling. Uniformed coppers kept the gawkers and gaspers and autograph hunters at bay. Vince caught sight of a uniform copper he knew and gave him the good word that he was here to see DI Tommy Buckle;Vince was able to drop the name because the newspapers had let slip that Tommy was heading up the case. That put a smile on Vince’s face.


Vince was led through the foyer. He kept an eye out for the doorman with his Grand Duke of Lolopotania uniform and inhospitable manner, but he wasn’t to be seen. But the Ritz was to be seen. To be seen and admired. It was simply, the Ritz, and it was Vince’s first visit. Despite the robbery, or maybe because of it, there was an excitement threading through the air. The foyer milled with expensively attired patrons. Everyone was dressed to the nines, about to take tea, and no doubt discuss the robbery.


This is what he loved about being a copper, one minute you could be standing on a grimy barge fishing a stiff out of the Thames, the next minute you’re up to your eyeballs in five-star luxury. The badge gave you licence to roam, opened doors to worlds seldom spied from the comfy confines of an office. And it provided the opportunity to traverse England’s well-structured class system, a system that was put in place to keep people like Vince Treadwell out. But now he was in, he took in the scenery.


Whoever pulled off this caper had the confidence and class to feel comfortable in this world, to look and sound like they belonged in it, as they went about their work. Murray the Head was such a person, a chameleon who with the lightest of touches, a flawless accent, a toupee, a moustache, a pair of horn-rimmed specs, a limp, could adjust to any environment. The Ritz, The Dorchester, Claridge’s, Sotheby’s, grand country houses, most of Mayfair and all of Bond Street, these were his natural hunting grounds. He not only belonged in joints like these – he thrived in joints like these.


Vince was elevated up to the top floor VIP suite. It wasn’t called that, the Ritz was far too classy to call it that, but that’s what it was. It was five-star plus, just that notch above the ones that lie below. The room buzzed with scene-of-the-crime officers taking pictures, dusting for prints and collecting evidence. There were about fifteen people in the room, or about the beginnings of a small cocktail party; and still the room seemed ludicrously spacious. The bed was big enough for a not insubstantial orgy.
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