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One



Nicking things was fun. It was profitable and exciting but, most of all, it put Tony Wednesday in charge. He could decide whether he did it or not. Almost every day he nicked something from shops, and sometimes at night he went out nicking from houses or warehouses, slipping out of a window at the orphanage and down the ivy-clad wall.


He lay in bed, listening for the dormitory to settle after lights out. Each night the routine was the same. At nine o’clock the lights were switched off from outside; there was a bit of talk before the room settled, last-minute reminders about tomorrow, a few insults, then quiet. Ten minutes later the brother on duty would look in, walk the length of the dorm with a flashlight to check that the boys were in the right beds, then leave. Staying awake during that time wasn’t difficult for Tony. He just lay in bed thinking of how he hated this place, how he’d like to kill everyone in it, especially the thin, rat-like brothers in their brown habits and the fat, overfed nurse.


Slipping out of bed, he went across the room to Micky Lee, who was only thirteen but went out nicking with him. They couldn’t take many of the things they lifted back to the orphanage, but clothes and money were easy to hide. The rest they sold in transport cafés and spent the money on the pinball machine or jukebox. Often they sold too cheaply so the money didn’t last long.


‘Micky. Micky,’ Tony said, in an urgent whisper, ‘you coming? Mick? Wake up!’


Either scared or tired, his mate wouldn’t respond. Tony hesitated only a moment before he decided to go on his own. He’d been planning to break into a men’s outfitters on the high street to get some new clobber. He was fed up with hand-me-downs. The brothers were tightwads and didn’t spend a penny unless they were forced to. Clothes, the raiment of vanity, were low on their list of priorities. Boys who’d got a place at the local grammar school were bought uniforms, but always grant-aided. Tony had purposely messed up his eleven-plus exam to punish the brothers. He certainly didn’t want to have to wear a free uniform that was to be cherished and guarded against damage because another wouldn’t come your way until the current one was at least two or three sizes too small.


Going down the ivy outside the window was as easy as sliding down a pole. He tried to go carefully because he’d noticed it was getting worn because he’d used this way out and in so often. The brothers hadn’t seen it but, then, they were stupid. Most likely some snitch would tell them about it, and he’d have to find another route.


He made straight for the shops on Kingsland Road. Most were rubbish, with nothing he could take and sell easily – tailors or button suppliers. He couldn’t break into the outfitters without Micky’s help, so he decided on a large tobacconist’s instead. Smokes were the easiest thing of all to sell in a café. Everyone wanted them. They were bulky and difficult to hide, and it wasn’t worth nicking just a few packets. He needed at least two cartons. He’d tried lifting a couple of boxes at the back of the newsagent’s when he collected the papers early in the morning for his delivery round. He earned twelve shillings a week. It was a drag getting up, especially when he’d been out late at night, but it meant he had a legitimate source of money that explained other cash or things found in his possession. He told the brothers he’d saved up his paper-round money. They were gullible and Tony liked to pull the wool over their eyes. What he acquired now was easily explained by his full-time day job, even though they took most of the three pounds he earned weekly for his keep.


‘Fucking hell,’ he said, when he remembered he hadn’t got the breaking tools. Micky usually brought the crowbar. He looked in the alleyway at the back of the shops for something to force the lock on the window. There was an old packing case with strips of metal, none of which was strong enough to use as a bar. He could go across Kingsland Road on to the overgrown bombsite to look for something. He thought about it, then dismissed the idea. He might get nicked for loitering, like some queer.


Tony tried the door and windows. There was always a chance one would be open.


He’d hardly touched the first window when some geezer shouted, ‘Oi! Whatcha doing?’ Without waiting to discover who it was, Tony ran along the alleyway, grateful to the man for being so stupid as to give him plenty of warning. Someone less stupid would have crept up and grabbed him. People were so stupid. Tony heard the man’s lumbering run slow to a laboured, breathless walk and smiled. He didn’t dash out on to the main road in case a cop saw him, but slowed to a walk, wandering the streets of Hoxton, looking for an opportunity. Cars were parked in the streets, some quite smart, but they were a waste of time. Usually all you found were tins of barley sugar and rugs but now and then, during the day, you got a handbag or a briefcase that some stupid person had left on show. Cars were easy to screw, and so were vans. Although Micky was only thirteen he could drive, and a couple of times they’d nicked a car and gone for a spin. It was a big waste of time, Tony decided, with nothing to show for it at the end. If Tony wanted a ride in a car, he could go out with Brother Simon for a jaunt in the country, as the stupid fucker liked to call it. He didn’t enjoy what went with it: giving the brother a wank on the back seat.


Crossing Regent’s Canal, Tony found himself in de Beauvoir Road, his eyes still darting about for an opportunity. He tried the door to the post office and found it securely locked. The houses here were bow-fronted, late Victorian terraces, and Tony didn’t expect to find much. He felt a bit despondent, but he was determined to press on. Most of the windows were dark, people in bed because they had get up for work the next day. He’d be tired at work tomorrow. As a site clerk at a warehouse being built on Leman Street, he’d found a bit of fiddle booking in tradesmen when they were taking days off. He’d got ten bob for that, but knew he wasn’t getting a big enough share. Some of the bricklayers earned four pounds a day. Ten bob was okay for a labourer on three quid, but even that was too cheap. He’d ask for twenty-five per cent in future.


Then he saw his chance, a ground-floor window that was ajar.


He slipped into the shallow front garden, watching owlishly for any sign of movement. He was especially careful because some of these houses had two or more tenants. The ground-floor front was someone’s bedroom, but the people in the bed were sound asleep and smelt as if they were drunk. He went through trouser pockets and handbags, finding a total of three pounds, nine shillings and four pence, which made it worth the bother.


In the kitchen he found a strong carving knife to do the gas meter. With the knife behind the flimsy lock it didn’t need much pressure to break open the box. He got a load of shillings, about two pounds – he didn’t stop to count. As he was about to start up the stairs, to check if the people there were any richer, someone approached the front door and he heard a key scrape across the lock.


For a second Tony froze, then stepped back into the messy kitchen and pushed the door to. What if they wanted a cup of cocoa? The knife was still in his hand. He could stab them. No, that was stupid, he told himself, and put the knife on the dresser. He could hear them whispering. It was a couple.


Then the worst thing happened. The man went up the stairs to their rooms but the woman came along to the kitchen. She opened the door and, finding Tony, screamed, ‘Stephen! Stephen!’ Tony stepped past her and raced to the door. He flung it open and shut it to delay Stephen.


But the man could run. Tony heard him close behind and he wasn’t flagging. Why was the stupid idiot bothering? Tony hadn’t nicked anything worth all this trouble. Come on, give up, you stupid fucker.


On and on the man came, relentlessly, as Tony zipped into Shoreditch Park, thinking he might hide with no lights there, but he wasn’t far enough ahead of Stephen to make that possible. Now Tony could feel himself tiring and wasn’t sure he was going to get away. Panic snatched at him, and he wished he’d kept the knife. No. If he killed someone during the course of a robbery he’d hang. He put on a spurt, lungs burning. He snatched a glance behind him, then wished he hadn’t. Stephen was gaining on him.


Tony burst out of the park on to Rushton Street and was bathed in the yellow glare of the gaslights. There was no escape now, and he thought about turning round and whacking the bloke when he felt a hand grasp his shoulder. Tony found some extra adrenalin-driven energy and spurted ahead. It was now or never. A smile started as he heard the man’s breathing becoming laboured. Yet still he came on.


As they reached New North Road and the brighter glare of sodium street lighting, he knew the game was up. There were two policemen on the far side of the road, patrolling on foot. Two people running couldn’t help but attract their attention. They started towards him, and his pursuer, as if encouraged by this, reached out again and grasped his shoulder, pulling him to a halt.


*


At the police station, Tony was put into a cell to wait. It wasn’t long before Sergeant Watling arrived. He smacked him hard around the head with his open hand, sending him careening off the cream-painted wall that was scratched and scarred.


‘Are you crackers? Are you a fucking mental retard?’ he yelled, and hit him again, knocking him down. ‘Didn’t you listen to anything I told you?’


Tony Wednesday knew he could hit him back and make a good fight of it, even allowing for the old man’s cunning, but that wouldn’t get him out of his predicament. He was completely stupid for getting caught like this. He shuffled away, his back to the splintered wooden bed as the policeman reached down for him. ‘Get up before I kick the stuffing out of you. Lord knows what good that’d do! Those priests must have beaten you often enough and still you end up in the nick.’


Without a word Tony got to his feet, keeping an eye on Sergeant Watling’s hands.


‘How often do they beat you in the orphanage?’


‘They don’t,’ Tony said.


The look Sergeant Watling gave him said he didn’t believe him. ‘It’s lucky for you, son, that the desk sergeant here’s an old friend of mine or you’d have been down at Shoreditch magistrates’ court in the morning and no telling where you’d end up.’


Still Tony didn’t say anything.


‘At least you don’t yak your head off or, worse, cry,’ the sergeant said. ‘Maybe you did learn something from me, after all. I’d’ve thrown you in the canal if you’d been a whiner. So, you like stealing, do you?’


‘I don’t know, guv’nor,’ Tony said. ‘It was the first time.’


The policeman roared with laughter. ‘Like hell it was, you lying little bastard.’ He paused to look him up and down.


Tony was as tall as his mentor, with lean, stringy muscles, a long face and a slightly hooked nose. Sergeant Watling nodded, his anger gone. ‘You’re not stupid, Tony,’ he said. ‘Anything but. A disappointment, though. I didn’t come down to that poxy orphanage every week with a bag of sweets to see you end up nicked. The fuck I did, sunshine.’


No, Tony thought, you came down to do that fat sister on your Mac on her office floor.


‘What you smiling at, you cunning little bleeder?’


‘Cunning’ was a compliment. Tony Wednesday felt better about what had happened. A broad grin parted his lips and showed his even teeth. He had cultivated a smile like Burt Lancaster’s in The Crimson Pirate, all teeth, the same as a shark.


‘If you wanna be a thief, son, get a licence,’ Watling told him.


Tony was unsure what he meant. The old copper always meant something, was always trying to give him lessons. ‘What? Like a fishing rod licence?’


That made the sergeant laugh again, and Tony knew for sure then that he was somehow going to walk away from this arrest.


‘Wouldn’t that be handy? Popping along to the post office and paying over your shilling. No, the police are the only people with a licence to steal – apart from the poxy government what robs from the working man’s pay packet every week. You join the police, Tony, you not only get a licence to steal, all the others protect you. Mark my words.’ He touched the side of his nose.


‘How can I join the police?’ Tony said. ‘I’m not old enough.’


‘A cunning lad like you? You was born old enough, Tony. It’s the cadets you’ll be joining.’


‘What about getting nicked tonight?’


‘That’s where we take care of our own, son,’ Sergeant Watling said proudly, and winked at Tony like he was one of their own already. ‘You’ll see. We’ll get you signed up and you’ll have a job for life. Like me.’ He put his arm around Tony’s shoulders and pulled open the heavy cell door. ‘You know what I like best of all about you, Tone?’ he said.


Tony waited. The policeman zipped his finger and thumb across his mouth. Tony gave his shark’s smile.


*


‘How does anyone come here to get measured for a suit, Sammy?’ Jack Braden said, glancing round the untidy, ash-strewn workshop on Theobald’s Road. ‘I can’t believe people come here for a fitting when they can go to smart gaffs like Montague Burton’s for half the price.’


‘Montague Burton?’ Sammy Cohen hissed, careful not to disturb the ash on the Players Weight in his mouth. ‘All he could ever cut are those rags the army wears. So, why is it you come here, Jack? Is it to insult me? I made you suits like you were born in them.’


‘Yeah, you didn’t do bad,’ Jack conceded. ‘You got a nice bit of Tonik mohair to make me up something?’ He was avoiding getting to what he really wanted and let the man run his tape-measure over him, jotting figures on a torn-up cigarette packet.


When he was done and Jack had chosen a halfway decent cloth, he said, ‘How’s your Leah, these days, Sammy?’


Sammy Cohen threw back his head. ‘How would she be after what that animal did to her? So help me, Jack, if I was half my age I’d have gone after him with an axe. Do I care if he’s Joey’s boy? He should be dead.’


‘Well, ‘s nothing to do with me,’ Jack said. ‘I always had a soft spot for your Leah, you know that. In fact, I wouldn’t mind looking her up, make sure she’s all right.’


‘Looking her up?’ Sammy said. ‘So what is she? A film at the picture house that you can just look her up? See what time she’s showing?’


‘Calm down, Sammy. I’m a friend. It’s me, Jack Braden. I saved her from a fate worse than death, remember?’


‘Should I forget? A father who had no power to stop his lovely little Mädchen being taken by the Krays and put into prostitution? I should go on living.’


‘Yeah, well, that’s in the past now,’ Jack said. ‘I’m not like that. All I’d want to do is take care of her, like you would. Where is she?’


‘It’s more than a year since that monster violated my little Leah. Still she’s not well. What he did to her disturbed her mind. She studies all the time, things of the mind, trying to understand what afflicts her. Her teachers are pleased with my Leah. One day she will qualify, find her place in the academies and put all this behind her, please God. One day.’


‘Yeah, yeah,’ Jack said. ‘That’s good. Where is she?’


‘Did you not hear me? I can’t tell you that. You’ll be a reminder of her past, threatening to suck her under again. She’ll never forgive me if I bring her back to all that.’


‘And I’ll never forgive you if you don’t cough up the address,’ Jack said, the raw edge of violence suddenly back in his voice.


*


‘Why don’t you and your family leave me alone?’ Leah said, when she opened the door of the ground-floor flat she rented on Malvern Road in Bow.


She’d been forewarned, Jack realized. ‘I’m not my family, Leah,’ he said. ‘The fact is, I can’t leave you alone. I’ve waited as long as I could. I wanted you to forget what happened with Brian. He behaves like an animal nowadays. Just give me a chance, Leah.’


She walked back into the flat without saying anything. Jack waited a moment, then decided this was an invitation to come in.


She was as beautiful as he remembered. The doctors had done a terrific repair job. Just looking at her on the sofa in the ratty little sitting room with its hand me down furniture made Jack breathless. There was only one tiny scar over an eyebrow, and her raven hair gleamed with health, like the woman’s in the Silvikrin advert on telly. Her breasts were still small, her hands, too, where she clasped them on her lap. Her knees were pressed together, her feet small and neat in black pumps. She was trembling, which made her even more attractive. He wanted to fall upon her there and then and make love to her. Her vulnerability was almost unbearably exciting. How he held back he wasn’t sure, but knew he must. How long he could wait he didn’t know.


‘I love you, Leah,’ he said. ‘I’ve loved you from the very first day I seen you in that flat the twins were running. You was just in need of someone to take care of you. I knew I had to protect you.’


‘The only way you can do that now is by going away,’ she said, without looking at him. ‘I want you to go away and never come here again. If you really love me, you’ll do as I ask.’


It was all he could do to stop himself lashing out at her. But that wasn’t the way to win a woman. ‘I can’t do that, Leah,’ he said quietly. ‘You owe me, and it’s time I collected what I’m due. I’ve waited long enough. I’d say there’s plenty of interest owing too. Look, it’ll be good. I’ll get us a nice gaff in Chelsea or the West End, wherever you want to live. I’ve got plenty of money. It’ll be great. Away from all this.’


Leah just stared ahead, eyes blank.


*


‘God, it’s a bit of a gaff, Jack,’ Bobby Brown said, when he walked into the second-floor flat in the pink brick block on the corner of Park Street and Brook Street in Mayfair. ‘How’d you get hold of a gaff like this? You could stick a couple of brasses in here and not know they was there.’


‘Stephen Ward had one here,’ Jack told him. ‘He rents it to me. He thinks he might be nicked soon. He’s been involved with some dirty deeds.’


‘You gonna put some old toms in here or what?’


‘I’m moving in with Leah Cohen.’


‘What – the kyke’s daughter?’


‘Oi, enough of that. He’s all right, is Sammy. He thinks the world of his daughter.’


‘What’s Brian gonna say? He’ll go fucking mad.’


‘Who cares? I mean, what can he say? He’ll get plenty of trouble, if he starts.’


‘He can dish it out too.’


‘Am I an invalid or something?’


‘He’s turned into a right wicked bastard.’


‘I know. He’s getting to be more trouble than he’s worth. I shoulda let the Old Bill put him away when they wanted to. But what can you do? He’s family.’


‘Someone’s gonna end up topping him, Jack, the way he shows out all the time. He mugged me right off in the club last night. Called me a no-good ponce. Said I weren’t even a good thief. Me? I been a thief all my life. If he don’t keep his gob shut I’ll end up topping him.’


Jack followed him as he wandered about the flat. There were two adjoining rooms with sliding doors between them, each with windows that overlooked the street. At the end of the corridor there was a study with bookshelves in the tiny recesses at either side of the fireplace. Round the corner there were two bedrooms and two bathrooms, a kitchen at the opposite end of the hall, with a back door on to an iron fire-escape. That was what Jack liked most about the place – a back way out, if anyone unwelcome came through the front door. There was always someone.


‘I got the nod from that blagger I told you about,’ Bobby said. ‘Ronnie Biggs. It’s the Glasgow-to-London mail train what’s the target. You know me, Jack, I always did like post office goods for getting my indoor money.’


‘What’s it worth, d’you reckon?’


‘’S hard to say. Biggsy’s been plotting it up and reckons it could be as much as a hundred and fifty, hundred and sixty grand.’


‘How many you gonna need to stop a train, Bobby?’


‘You gotta be well firmed up, that’s for sure.’


‘Twelve? Fifteen?’ Jack speculated. ‘It don’t come to a lot between that many.’


‘Seven and half apiece wouldn’t be bad.’


‘’S too many involved. You’d end up grassed for sure.’


‘Not with you and Brian involved, we wouldn’t. No one would dare.’


‘I ain’t got that many I can rely on, Bobby. You should talk to Charlie Richardson and his brother.’


‘Them? You wouldn’t end up with a brad. They’d steal the lot and tell you they had to weigh off the Old Bill and half of British Rail. Unless you’d guarantee it for a piece?’


‘Well, let’s talk to them. See what they think.’


*


The Richardson brothers sat in their sweaty caravan in their breaker’s yard in Bermondsey, then offered the same opinion as Jack. ‘I’d stick to what I know, I was you, Jack,’ Charlie said. ‘You can’t go wrong with spielers, can you?’


Something about the way he said it made Jack suspicious, and he wondered if they weren’t trying to put him off. ‘Good advice,’ he said, and got up out of the little armchair that was pushed into the corner. ‘Wipe your mouth on this one, Bobby. Come on.’


He started out through the narrow door, Bobby following.


‘What was that about?’ Bobby asked, as they crossed the littered yard, avoiding the pot-holes that were full of rainwater with an iridescent oil slick.


‘I think they’ll start plotting this one up themselves now you’ve told them,’ Jack said. ‘Where’s your pal Biggsy? Let’s have a meet.’


They met in a spiel Jack looked after in Holloway. A few blacks used the place, but Jack didn’t mind as long as they lost their money like everyone else. The place was quiet, the gambling earnest. He collected the money once a week and didn’t need to do much for it.


‘How d’you know the train’s gonna be carrying that much?’ Jack asked Ronnie Biggs, who sat at the bar, leaning on the counter as if he was too tired to support himself.


‘We been plotting this one for months, Jack,’ he said. ‘Plus my pal’s got a postal worker straightened. He’s been counting the sacks. It’s sometimes a mixture of registered packages and old notes being returned to the Mint for burning.’


Suddenly Jack sat up, glancing around in case anyone nearby had heard, but they were all intent on their gambling. He nodded at Biggsy and Bobby to follow him as he went into the tiny office behind a grubby velvet curtain. It was big enough to boil a kettle and make a cup of tea without reaching far, and with three men, especially one the size of Ronnie Biggs, it was crowded. They didn’t need to shout. Jack questioned him closely about the notes going back to the Bank of England. That was information worth having and Bobby hadn’t had it. He was glad about that or the Richardsons would known about it.


‘How do we know when old notes are going back to be burnt?’ he asked.


‘We don’t exactly. Or how much. No one can get that info,’ Ronnie Biggs said. ‘But most weeks it goes down. I mean, think about it, Jack, how often notes get handled. Stands to reason it goes each week.’


‘How d’you stop a train? Dynamite?’


Ronnie Biggs laughed. ‘No. We got someone who can fix the signal. Turn it to red. It has to stop. The driver’ll get out and go to the nearest phone, which is about four hundred yards back from the signal. He’d phone and see what’s happening. We’ll capture him, tie him up, and our man backs the train up to the road bridge. Then our blokes have the sacks over the side and into a lorry.’


‘You got it all plotted up, Ron,’ Jack said, ‘but how many villains d’you know can drive a train?’


‘It’ll all go off cushty, Jack, we’ll find someone,’ Ronnie Biggs said. ‘We’d all know our whack would be safe with you in. I don’t wanna involve the twins – Ron’s mad. The hounds’d trust you, Jack. We’d have a right result.’


Jack felt rather flattered.


*


‘Are you completely fucking mad?’ Brian said angrily. ‘You’re not a blagger, Jack, and nor am I. I know what Joey’s going to say if you take this to him – and you’ll need someone like Joey to sell that sort of money. He’ll say stick to what you know.’


‘Blagging money off people is what I know.’


‘Yeah. Not off trains. This is what you know.’ They were in one of their carpet joints in Camden Town. It was carpeted everywhere in red, even the walls and doors. The effect was a powerful assault on the senses. Brian’s interior designer had came up with it.


‘We ain’t gonna get rich here,’ Jack said.


‘We’re getting a living,’ Brian told him. ‘A good one. I know how to get an even better one without putting yourself on offer – muscling in on other clubs in the West End. Paul Raymond’s for one, in Soho. You seen what goes down there? Bundles!’


‘The twins look after him in the West End,’ Jack reminded him.


‘So fucking what? We put up with them for too long.’


‘We agreed a truce, Brian.’


‘Truces are for old men.’


‘Being old,’ Jack said, ‘means you lived a long while.’


‘Either that or you’re a coward. You’ve taken their medicine – up your arse mostly.’


Brian saw Jack tense, but when he made no move he knew he should goad him further. This wasn’t about Jack being a blagger – he couldn’t care less about that. It was about something that tore Brian’s insides apart: him capturing Leah Cohen. He’d sooner kill her and Jack than have that happen.


‘Just watch your mouth,’ Jack warned.


He wasn’t rising, so Brian tried a different tack. ‘What’s Leah Cohen charging you?’


‘I warned you, watch your mouth,’ Jack said, and lunged, but instead of hitting him with his signature punch, which his nephew wouldn’t have been able to avoid, he seized him by the throat and pulled him close. Mistake. Brian put his forehead on the bridge of Jack’s nose and brought his knee up into Jack’s groin. Jack crumpled into a ball, and Brian tried to follow through with his knee in his face. His mistake. Jack caught his knee and unbalanced him, then followed through, hitting Brian a series of blows. They sent him reeling into a table and he scrabbled around to stop himself crashing to the floor. His hand fell on a bottle of whisky and he lashed out, shattering the bottle against Jack’s shoulder-blade. Jack delivered two stinging blows to Brian’s face and would have landed a third if the club minder hadn’t stepped in to pull them apart. ‘You two fucking mad?’ Johnny Shannon said. He was a big fella who’d come over to them from the twins. He wasn’t scared of Jack. Everyone in the club had stopped gambling and drinking and was watching. ‘This ain’t no good for business.’


‘You’re right, Johnny,’ Jack said. ‘Good luck. So pack it in, Brian. Get it?’


Brian dabbed his swelling eye with a handkerchief. ‘She’s still a cunt, Jack, and so are you, for going with her.’


That wouldn’t be the last of it. The rage he felt inside wasn’t about to die down.










Two



Leah Cohen walked and talked like a dead woman after her move into Jack’s Park Street flat. She didn’t care that it was in Mayfair, the best part of London, or that it was spacious. She much preferred her poky little room and the freedom that went with it in Bow. She would only give herself to Jack physically, never mentally or spiritually, because she despised him. When he had forced her to go with him, her first thought had been to kill herself, and it didn’t leave her. It was her ultimate access to freedom.


‘What do you think?’ Jack said eagerly, as he showed her around. ‘Look at the fridge – it’s the latest from America.’


‘Oh,’ Leah said without interest.


‘It’s the business,’ Jack said, like a disappointed child. ‘I paid a fortune for it. It’s got an ice-cream compartment.’


‘I’m moving in here because I have to, Jack,’ she told him. ‘I’ll give you what you want, but I intend to go on studying full-time.’


‘What for? I’ll give you everything you want, Leah. You don’t have to work,’ he said. ‘That’s daft.’


‘You won’t give me the one thing I crave,’ Leah told him, ‘which is freedom. And another thing. I don’t ever want to see Brian, not here or anywhere else. If I do I’ll kill myself.’


She had spoken without trace of emotion.


‘We won’t have him here.’


‘Get it over with, Jack,’ Leah said coldly. ‘Give me a poke. That’s what you want.’


‘No. No. I want to take care of you,’ Jack replied, with touching earnestness.


But Leah wasn’t touched. She knew his concern wouldn’t last. He’d lose his temper and the monster would be back. She lay on the bed, hitched up her skirt and pulled down her panties.


Jack protested again that that wasn’t what he wanted, but finally, like the animal he was, he climbed on to her, entered her and spent himself, then lay on top of her panting. Leah didn’t move throughout the whole procedure, other than to turn her head to avoid his breath. Breath, like kissing, was too intimate. His sex was unprotected, but she didn’t care. After Brian had made her pregnant, her colleagues at St Bart’s had helped with the termination and tried to talk her out of sterilization, but Leah had been adamant. She’d agreed to talk to the psychiatrist and had continued to see him long after both surgical procedures. Now she hated Jack Braden almost as much as she hated his nephew. She couldn’t bear to be in his presence, but was too terrified of him to do anything other than resist him silently and passively. She’d get stronger through her studies. She knew he hoped that in time she’d warm to him but Leah was determined she never would.


*


‘It was definitely Drury, was it?’ Jack asked Jimmy Humphreys, as he followed him through the empty club. Without customers, the smell of stale tobacco smoke, beer and sweat hung over the place.


‘Oh, it was definitely him, Jack.’ Humphreys was thin with a mop of brushed-up hair that looked like he spent a lot of money on it. He was a creature of the night, who ran pornographic bookshops in Soho. ‘What am I gonna do? Start paying him for the twins, like he said?’


‘Did he get to see the hard stuff you got in the back?’ Jack asked.


‘He was just letting me know he knew it was there and what trouble I’d be in if I didn’t start paying him for protection.’


‘You’d better wipe your mouth for now, Jimmy. I’ll talk to some different Old Bill.’


‘What a wanker,’ Brian commented, when Jack told him. ‘Why don’t we do the job properly and wipe the twins out?’


‘If we go round chopping people up, we’ll have no friendly Bill.’


‘So are we working for the Bill now? You can if you want – be a right mug’s game.’


‘Take it easy, for fuck’s sake. Let me talk to Bill Trope.’


‘He’s an old man. He’s gone. Why rely on him?’


*


‘I can’t just move in on that manor like some villain, Jack,’ DCI Trope told him, when they met at Theobald’s Road. ‘Anyway, I’m retiring next week.’


‘So we either whack the twins or wipe our mouth? Is that it?’


‘There’s an Old Bill at the Yard,’ Trope said, ‘George Fenwick. He might help out if the price is right.’


Later Jack went to see Brian and told him what Trope had said. ‘You’d better come along to the meet,’ he concluded.


‘Why? Has he gotta be whacked?’


‘I’m warning you, Bri. You’ll end up losing all our business.’


‘What can bent Old Bill do?’


‘We’ll give him a bell and go and find out.’


DI George Fenwick was an open and friendly suit-and-boot man who laughed a lot when Jack and Brian met him in the Shakespeare outside Victoria station. He reminded them that they had history with Drury. ‘You beat him up, Jack. Unless he’s lost his marbles, he’ll want some sort of payback. Especially now. That’s what his visit to Jimmy Humphreys’s bookshop’s all about.’


‘He’s gotta be an old man now,’ Brian said. ‘What can he do?’


‘A lot. He’s just been made my boss at the Yard,’ Fenwick told him. ‘If he’s thrown in his lot with the Krays you might as well shut your shops. But he’s probably too shrewd for that. What you going to offer him?’


‘What will he want?’


‘What they all want, Jack,’ Fenwick informed him. ‘A little bit towards the pension.’


‘Yeah, how big a little bit?’ Brian wanted to know. ‘We ain’t going to start working for Old Bill, no matter how shrewd you think he is.’


‘We’d better talk to him and find out what his plans are for all the porn in Soho,’ Jack said.


‘Can you go into him,’ Brian said, ‘or are we going to have to put the Krays out of business?’


‘I think you should try talking first, Brian,’ Fenwick told him.


‘Make a meet, if you can, George. Let’s see what this newly formed Porn Squad wants by way of a pension.’


*


‘As much as we can get, duck,’ was Ken Drury’s frank answer when he came to the Rupert Court club a couple of nights later. Jack was now running it. ‘Everyone’s got to pay so there’s no unfair competition.’


‘No hard feelings over the past, is there, Ken?’ Jack said.


Drury thought about that, then shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I was out of order. I was a bit green in those days. I’ll admit I was coming on a bit greedy then.’


‘Well, it’s all in the past now,’ Jack said.


‘That’s right, duck,’ Ken Drury said. ‘Now I’m very fucking greedy, because we know down to the last penny what bookshops like Humphreys’s make and what that other cunt Paul Raymond puts up to import them. You want to stay in business, you all pay your dues.’


‘You can go and fuck yourself,’ Brian said, and pulled out a sap to hit the policeman. Jack moved faster, putting a right hook into Brian’s ribs.


‘Better keep the little iron in line,’ Drury warned, ‘or he goes away. I’ll get George to be the bagman – me, I don’t ever want to see you, or that piece of excrement again, not until I’m ready to nick you.’


‘That’ll be a long, long time, Ken,’ Jack laughed.


*


‘Fact of life,’ Fenwick told them. ‘It’ll come some time, Jack. Let’s try and put it off as long as we can, shall we?’


After he left, promising to negotiate the best terms he could get with Ken Drury, Brian told Jack he didn’t trust the man. ‘I don’t like him accepting that we gotta go away eventually.’


‘He’s all right, Bri. Least, he’s doing the business with Drury.’


‘Yeah, but they might be stitching us up.’


‘Then how would they earn anything?’ Jack asked. ‘Maybe we should test them both – move in on some of them places you reckon are ripe for taking over, see what they do.’


‘One that’s run by the twins?’


‘That’s the idea.’


*


The board meeting was called for two thirty at John Bloom’s Park Lane flat. Joey Oldman got there early, intending to advise John in private that they couldn’t continue to expand without a sound financial footing. John Bloom treated the company as his own private bank account and was taking too much out for it to be sustainable. The door was opened by a pretty eighteen-year-old with whom he was having an affair. She asked the maid to get them tea, which was served in the dining room.


‘Where’s John?’ Joey asked the other two directors. Neither knew.


‘The young lady said something about him going somewhere to secure a loan,’ Clive Davis told him.


‘Has he?’ Joey said, anxiety making his voice rise. ‘Who from? He didn’t say anything to me about it.’


‘You’d only have complained if I had, Joey,’ the effusive John Bloom said, stepping into the room. Christine, his girlfriend, came in with him and he fondled her backside in the tight pencil skirt.


Joey could see at once what this was about: a distraction from the business in hand, a familiar tactic. But John’s unorthodox approach to money worried him. He had a great talent for making it, but wasn’t so good at hanging on to it – not even enough to pay the creditors. They were getting more and more strident in their demands.


‘I’m supposed to be overseeing the financial side of this company, John,’ Joey told him, ‘and the way you’re running things worries me.’


‘As long as we go on making it like we are,’ Bloom said, ‘why should you worry?’


‘Because that’s what I’m here for. Too much is going out. There’s not enough in the bank for rainy days.’


‘Well, that’s where you’re wrong, sunshine,’ Bloom said. ‘Sir Isaac Wolfson, the merchant banker, wouldn’t agree with you. He’s agreed to back us with a multi-million-pound loan. That lawyer of yours, Arnold Goodman, helped fix it up.’


That announcement stole the show. Joey’s protests over whether the banker was aware of the full picture cut no ice with his fellow directors. They couldn’t have been more delighted if he’d announced a multi-million-pound profit and certainly weren’t about to support Joey in trying to curb him.


‘John, I want you to look at item thirty-nine on the balance sheet, tucked right away down at the bottom,’ Joey said. ‘Do you want to tell the board what this is?’


‘That looks like a dividend I was paid,’ Bloom said, offhandedly. ‘I needed some money so I brought it forward.’


‘But, John, you’re taking money out as dividends far in excess of other shareholders. You can’t do that. You’re treating the finances as your personal bank account.’


‘Not really.’ John Bloom glanced at Clive Davis.


‘The thing is, Joey, other shareholders are holding shares for the beneficial interest of John,’ Davis said.


Joey was shocked. ‘Is that legal?’ he asked, hoping one of the others would know. At the earliest opportunity he’d have it out with Arnold Goodman, the lawyer.


*


Goodman had rooms on the second floor of a building in Fetter Lane, but his firm didn’t spend money to impress clients. The economy of his accommodation impressed Joey.


‘Bloom is an undoubted success, Joseph,’ Goodman said, ‘but no matter how successful he is, neither he nor any other shareholder can conduct his business in the way he is. Not without disaster.’


‘How responsible am I going to be?’


‘You won’t be held financially responsible – it’s a limited company – but the Board of Trade might rap your knuckles for not being more prudent.’


‘With John Bloom at the helm?’


‘My advice is to get your money out as fast as you can.’


‘Then why did you introduce him to that banker?’


‘It’s what I do best, Joey,’ Goodman said. ‘Isaac can take care of himself.’


‘Perhaps he reads the Financial Times. Our shares are priced at more than three pounds each. We’ll hit sales worth two hundred grand this year. Bloom thinks there’s no stopping.’


‘The Board of Trade will stop him soon enough if you don’t get this on to a better footing. And if you can’t, get out,’ Goodman said.


When challenged, John Bloom insisted everything was in order. ‘What d’you wanna do, Joey? Unload your shares? If you do, I’ll have them. I’ll cut you a cheque right now at the full market price.’


Bloom was a persuasive salesman, Joey hesitated for a moment, then nodded. Bloom wrote a cheque on the company account for thirty thousand pounds and gave it to him.


‘I’ll let you have my letter of resignation and share certificate.’


‘No hard feelings, Joey. I’m giving a party at the weekend. I’d like you to come.’


Later that day Joey rang Goodman and told him what had happened.


‘Is the cheque going to clear, Joey?’


‘This one probably will, but I’m not sure about the others. The washing machines are breaking down all over the place. He’s not paying the service contractors. You can bet he didn’t tell Sir Isaac Wolfson that.’


‘He’d be a fool if he did,’ Goodman said, ‘but a bigger fool if he didn’t. I’ll let Isaac know.’


*


Joey wasn’t much of a party animal, but John Bloom’s parties were always full of interesting people and good places to pick up business. Joey left Cath talking to a skinny, good-looking young man who said his name was Davy Jones and that he sang. Joey wondered if he was a busker – he looked like it, in his frayed denim jeans and torn baseball boots, asking Cath if she thought he should change his name. Joey slid away to listen to a conversation a charismatic Indian called Emil Savundra was conducting with a group of men: car insurance was growing at such a rapid rate, apparently, that one could make one’s fortune overnight. Such talk always fascinated Joey, but it seemed not to impress his audience who soon moved away. When the Indian went to refresh his drink, Joey followed him.


‘I’m interested to know why you think there’ll be such a rise in car use,’ Joey said, as he poured himself some tonic water.


‘You haven’t put any gin in that, old boy.’


‘I don’t drink alcohol.’


‘Most wise, sir. We drink far too much. I never did, of course, before I came to England.’ Savundra considered his glass, as if he was deciding whether or not to put it aside. ‘A huge rise in motor-car use will inevitably follow all the motorway-building Ernest Marples has announced. People fill whatever space is available to them.’


‘Perhaps one should form a civil-engineering company.’


‘Too late, old boy. The Tories have organized that and parcelled the work out to their friends.’


‘So anyone in business should make friends with them,’ Joey suggested.


‘I’ll drink to that,’ Emil Savundra said. ‘Aren’t you Joseph Oldman, John’s financial director?’


‘Not any longer. I resigned.’


Emil Savundra glanced across the room at John Bloom, then took Joey by the shoulder and led him away from the drinks table.


‘A good move, old boy. If you can’t check him, leave him. Are you looking for another position?’


‘I’m not looking to become anyone’s stooge,’ Joey said.


That was the start of his relationship with Emil Savundra and the motor-insurance business of which he knew nothing, except that you took premiums against risk and tried to get the customer to reduce that risk. Joey soon discovered that his new business partner wasn’t concerned about risk, just as long as the premiums were collected.


*


Cath was shocked when Joey suggested they become members of their local branch of the Tory Party.


‘Is there one?’ Brian asked, across the table where they were having their tea.


‘We’ve always voted Labour, Joey,’ Cath said.


‘Why?’ Joey wanted to know. ‘We’re natural Tories, Cath. We believe in free enterprise.’


‘But Manny Shinwell’s always looked after us well enough. What would your friend Mr Driberg have to say about it, Brian?’ Cath asked.


‘I can’t think he’d say anything at all, Mum,’ Brian told her. ‘He doesn’t think much of his own lot. He never did. I’ll ask him if he comes to the club tonight.’


‘Think about it, Cath,’ Joey said. ‘We might do ourselves a bit of good. Emil Savundra’s doing all right.’


*


It was nearly a week before Tom Driberg came into the club. He brought a high-court judge with him, Sir Aubrey Melford Stevenson, who’d been there before on the lookout for girls. The Tory Secretary of State for War, John Profumo, came too, with his girlfriend, Christine Keeler. They all greeted Brian like old friends, which he enjoyed. Famous people made him feel important.


‘Has Mandy been in?’ Christine said, in her deep, northern voice laced with Chelsea. ‘She’s supposed to meet us.’ She pointed to the judge, her finger hidden behind her handbag.


‘I haven’t seen her,’ Brian said, ‘but she’s always late.’


‘Well, I don’t feel inclined to wait for her, Aubrey,’ John Profumo said to the judge. ‘I can’t stay long at Cliveden. I’ve an early plane to catch in the morning. Perhaps we should go on and leave a note for her.’


‘Bugger that for a lark, Jack,’ Melford Stevenson said. ‘I’m not going without a girl. I might get sozzled and end up with a boy.’


‘You could do worse, Judge!’ Brian joked. He cast his eye around the dark, smoke-filled room, looking for a girl he’d seen earlier. She was at the furthest roulette wheel but he couldn’t remember her name. With a nod he directed the judge’s attention in her direction. ‘How about her?’


‘Oh, rather,’ he said enthusiastically. ‘Is she free?’


‘I’ll soon find out.’ Brian stepped across the floor of the club. They encouraged attractive young women for this very purpose.


Heather Knight was her name. She was a pretty nineteen-year-old, perfect for the judge. She raised no objection to being taken to a party, organized by Stephen Ward, at Lord Astor’s country seat. ‘Will he pay me, Brian?’ she asked.


‘I expect so, but don’t push it. Treat this as a favour to us. You know we’ll see you all right.’


‘Why don’t you and Jack come with us, Brian?’ Tom Driberg suggested. Brian knew what his ulterior motive was, but so did Jack, and he wasn’t keen on going until Driberg whispered that Ronnie and Reggie would be there. That was a red rag to a bull. The twins seemed to be in Jack’s sightline everywhere he turned.


The journey out to Buckinghamshire took about an hour, everyone crammed into John Profumo’s ministerial car. Christine Keeler sat on Profumo’s lap and Heather on the judge’s, and, judging from the sounds they were making, Brian doubted they’d need to get to the party for what they had in mind.


Cliveden was an impressive pile, four storeys high and miles wide, a bit too chocolate box for Brian, but with more bedrooms than most hotels could offer. Even with about a hundred guests partying in the main drawing room, which led on to the terrace, the place seemed empty and the noise echoed against the high ceilings. Profumo and Christine headed straight upstairs, barely greeting their host. Sir Aubrey did the same with Heather. Tom Driberg, accompanied by a much larger, plummier politician, Bob Boothby, made the same sort of overtures to Brian. He wasn’t interested in him, nor in Boothby, who also propositioned him when Driberg left to cruise the room. Instead he pulled a young man for Boothby.


‘Are you Ronnie Kray?’ the young man asked. ‘I was brought here especially to meet him.’


‘No, but I’ll take you to him.’ He led him across to Bob Boothby and introduced him as Ronnie Kray.


‘Oh, you talk ever so nice, Ronnie,’ the young man said, when Boothby turned on his immense charm. After a couple of minutes they were heading out of the double doors to the stairs. Brian smiled. He enjoyed facilitating people like this and understood the kick Stephen Ward got out of it.


They had been at the party for about forty minutes when a trail of guests gravitating towards the billiard room caught Jack’s attention. ‘What’s going on in there?’ he asked Ward.


‘Oh, I wouldn’t go in there,’ he said. ‘The twins are dispensing medicine.’


Brian laughed. No one could have said anything more likely to provoke his uncle. Jack stepped straight over to the billiard room and threw open the doors.


The Krays were sitting in two throne-like leather chairs, as if they owned the place. George Cornell was doling out more drugs from his bag than the dispensary at Boots the Chemist on Piccadilly Circus. There had been bad blood between him and Jack ever since Jack had whacked him and his mate Bernard Hedges for stealing from his spiel.


‘What’s he doing here?’ Jack growled. ‘This is a party for decent people, not slagheaps.’


‘How come a whore like you got in, then, Jack?’ Ronnie said.


That did it for Jack. He came round the end of the table staring at Ronnie. Everyone in the room was so drawn to the electric tension between them that none saw Jack scoop up a billiard ball and smash it in George Cornell’s face, splitting both lips. ‘Why don’t you keep your goon under control?’ he said. ‘He’s spoiling a good party.’


Ronnie jumped out of his chair, brandishing a machete he’d been holding below the arm. The collective gasp of surprise was nothing to Ronnie’s astonishment when Brian stabbed him in the side with his flick knife.


‘Nice to see you again, Ron,’ he said, as he slipped out the blade.


He was about to jam it in harder when Jack caught his arm in an iron grip. ‘Don’t be a mug,’ he hissed. ‘Not here.’


Brian felt a moment of indecision, uncertain whether to stick the knife back into Ronnie Kray or into Jack. He wasn’t sure which of them he hated most. Finally he wiped it on Ronnie’s jacket. ‘You’re not looking your old self, Ron.’ The look Ronnie gave him was more one of sorrow than anger. Brian doubted it was a fatal stab wound through all that fat, but he’d have to go to hospital.


‘It’s time to collect the judge and get out of here,’ Jack whispered. ‘Fetch the car.’


They left quickly as people edged towards the stricken Ronnie, Cornell and his swollen mouth forgotten.


John Profumo refused to abandon ship, but the judge blessed Jack all the way home for his discretion. ‘But where can I take this pretty little poppet now?’ he asked, as they neared the West End. ‘I can’t risk sex in a car on the public highway.’


Brian glanced at Jack and knew at once what he had in mind.


‘You can go to my place in Mayfair,’ Jack announced. ‘You’ll be safe there.’


What he’d do with Leah, Brian didn’t know or care. Turf her out for the night, he guessed. Jack thought of himself as a strategist, and cultivating an Old Bailey judge was an insurance policy. Brian hoped they’d never need it.


A few minutes later he told the driver to stop so that he could get out to go to the club. No more than fifteen minutes after his arrival Ken Drury came through the door and dragged Brian outside. ‘What are you completely mad, duck?’ he asked. ‘The good news is Ronnie’s going to live. The bad news is, he’s angrier than a man with a wasp up his bum.’


‘Well, the fat poof knows where I live,’ Brian said boldly.


‘That’s the problem, duck. Trouble means lost income for everyone. We don’t want a penny drop in ours. Understand?’


‘Loud and clear, Mr Drury,’ Brian said. ‘So tell the fat cunt to stay out of our way and he won’t get any.’


*


Having moved on from Syd Griffith’s level of banking at his local branch of Martin’s Bank, Joey found Captain Tyrwhitt most agreeable to talk to about money. He wondered, just briefly, how agreeable this man would be if suddenly he didn’t have any money. But, then, how agreeable would Martin’s Bank be in such circumstances? Would Tyrwhitt be as susceptible to corruption as the manager of Martin’s Bank? Possibly not as he was one of the bank’s owners – unless he was benefiting hugely. Tyrwhitt was expanding his tertiary bank and was keen to try and get some of Emil Savundra’s business.


Tyrwhitt poured two glasses of sherry in his thickly carpeted Brook Street office in the heart of Mayfair and brought one across to Joey.


‘I won’t, thank you, Captain,’ Joey said.


‘Too early in the day? Or won’t mix business with pleasure?’


‘Neither, really. It doesn’t agree with my heartburn.’


‘Well, my bank could relieve that for you, Mr Oldman. Some tea, perhaps?’ He rang through to his secretary and ordered some. ‘We had a close look at Savundra’s business plan. You do realize the man’s a crook?’


Joey hesitated. ‘Perhaps he is. I just want to make sure that if I put money in I’d get more than my fair share out, Captain.’


‘Ah, that makes this a different sort of conversation,’ Tyrwhitt said. ‘Please, call me Charles.’ He smiled.


Joey smiled back. He’d come to the right bank after all.


Soon they were talking about how they might get Fire, Auto & Marine Insurance to expand even faster. ‘The easiest way, Joseph, is not to have the risk underwritten by reinsurers.’


‘Isn’t that risky as a business model?’ Joey asked. He knew it was and why, but wanted to hear the reasons from the banker.


‘It’s all about timing. Most of what people do successfully in business is about timing. If you hold on to anything for too long, it inevitably goes down, as a general rule. Perfect timing would be to get out just before the level of claims exceeds income. At the moment Mr Savundra’s on a rising arc.’


‘He’s having his risk underwritten,’ Joey pointed out.


‘At a large premium,’ Tyrwhitt said. ‘Remove that premium and the profit arc rises more steeply.’


‘It’ll fall when the claims start to come in.’


‘At the moment he’s allowing fifty-seven per cent for reinsurance to deal with them and another thirteen per cent for claims outside the contract. That’s a whopping seventy per cent and he’s still making money.’


‘If he cut the price of premiums by thirty per cent to capture market share and carried all the risk, he could only run for one or two years at full tilt before the level of claims wiped out his profits.’


‘Only if he pays the claims,’ Tyrwhitt said.


*


‘Joey, you’re an out-and-out crook,’ Emil Savundra said, when they met in his office in the West End. ‘But I like it very much indeed.’


‘Between us, Charles Tyrwhitt and I will put in sixty thousand pounds for one year.’


‘How will this money be spent?’ Emil Savundra asked.


‘Mostly on reaching out to brokers,’ Joey said, ‘so that when car owners go looking for insurance this is where they think of first.’


‘What happens after a year, my dear Joey?’


‘We’ll see how the land lies and decide whether we want another year.’


‘You think I can put off paying claims that long?’ Savundra asked.


‘We’d be disappointed if you can’t.’


*


They had a bottle of champagne in Tyrwhitt’s office when they signed the contract. Joey took a glass but didn’t drink, preferring to remain clear-headed.


‘Here’s to the enormous success of Fire, Auto & Marine,’ Tyrwhitt said. ‘May it never receive a claim against it.’


They laughed.


‘May all the claims be small ones,’ Savundra said.


‘And never settled!’ Joey added. They laughed again.


‘Charles,’ Joey said, when the business was concluded, ‘Cath, my wife, is interested in getting involved in local politics.’


‘Why? It’ll take up all of her time, frustrate her beyond endurance and offer little satisfaction.’


‘Then why do people do it?’ Joey asked.


‘Good question. I haven’t really got an answer. For most I suspect it’s what they can get out of it. The civic-minded, who’ll tell you they want to give something back, they get their kicks that way.’


‘You think it’s not worthwhile, then?’


‘It depends what she expects to be her return. Where are you? Camden Town?’


‘Hoxton.’


‘Ah, yes. Why don’t I introduce her to a good friend I have on Camden Council? I imagine your greengrocery business is being squeezed quite hard by the emergence of the supermarkets.’


‘More and more,’ Joey said. ‘Cath responded to it by selling some groceries. It helps, of course, but we’d need to get bigger so we have more purchasing muscle.’


‘Local politics is good for business – it certainly makes getting planning permission for expansion easier.’


‘She put in for permission, but there was an objection from a planning officer, a dyed-in-the-wool socialist.’


‘The worst kind. Did she bribe him?’ Tyrwhitt smiled.


Joey smiled back, but said nothing. The man had taken fifty pounds from her to drop his objection.


‘I think I should definitely introduce you to my friend in Camden Town.’


That was Cath’s entrée to politics.


*


The rivalry between Jack and the Kray twins was heightened when Brian persuaded Jimmy Humphreys to tell Jack what Paul Raymond’s Revue Bar was pulling in every week. He was keen to move in on it and take it over, but he knew the Krays would have something to say about that. He still owed them a big one and they’d get it sooner or later, but Jack seemed reluctant to take them on, even though the hardest man Brian had ever seen had walked through the door. He had finally been released from the army prison where he’d shared a cell with Jack. He was a rock-like black man called Pongo, and he was a man of few words, who clearly thought the world of Jack – and even more when Jack took him into the firm. Brian would have liked his own Pongo and felt a bit menaced by his loyalty to Jack.


The Revue Bar, in the passage between Brewer Street and Berwick Street, was impressive, especially with the classy strippers it employed. When Brian went there with Jack and Pongo and said what they wanted, Paul Raymond, with his coiffured hair and jazzy dogtooth suit, tried to negotiate. ‘We don’t need any extra muscle, Brian. The twins make sure there’s no trouble here,’ he said. ‘We get the odd drunk who doesn’t like the price of the champagne he’s thrown down his throat. Our own staff take care of them.’


‘We heard you’re going to get a lot of aggro.’


‘No, definitely not. You apes are not coming in here with your nigger and threatening me,’ Raymond said, thrusting his face into Brian’s. ‘I’m calling Ronnie and Reg. They’ll have something to say about this.’


‘Oh, there’s no need for that, Paul,’ Brian said. ‘We came to talk, that’s all.’


‘I thought that would change your mind, you little poofter,’ Raymond said, as Brian turned away.


‘Oi, don’t turn away from me when I’m talking to you.’


Brian slipped a set of brass knuckles over his fingers and punched Raymond in the guts, then again as he doubled up in shock. He kept hitting him, split his eye and lip, aware vaguely that Jack and Pongo were looking after a bit of business with a couple of minders who had weighed in. They didn’t put up much resistance.


‘That’s enough, Bri,’ Jack said, pulling him back.


Brian shrugged him off and leant closer to Raymond. ‘You still wanna call me nasty names, do you?’


A pathetic croak emerged from the club-owner, which Brian assumed was a ‘No’. ‘You need some extra help here. Right?’


Another little croak. This time, a ‘Yes.’


*


Two days later the newly-promoted DCI Drury came looking for Jack and Brian. ‘It didn’t take you long to get up to your old ways,’ he said. ‘I’m arresting you both for GBH.’


‘That’s no way to do business,’ Jack told him.


‘Your strokes are no good for business either.’ Drury had three other detectives with him. ‘There was a punter you hurt at Paul Raymond’s place the other day. You hurt him badly.’


‘Get away,’ Jack protested. ‘He was minding Paul Raymond and attacked us.’


‘Either way, you’re both nicked, duck.’


‘Pongo, call Joey,’ Brian ordered. ‘Tell him to get hold of his lawyer.’


Jack was outraged and told Pongo to call DI Fenwick.


‘Corrupt policemen won’t help you, duck,’ Drury said.


‘That’s rich, coming from an Old Bill who’s middle name’s Hairpin!’


Arnold Goodman came to see Brian at Cannon Row police station, behind Whitehall, and advised him to say nothing.


‘Not even to give them my alibi? Brian asked.


‘Do you have one?’


‘Oh, yes,’ Brian said. ‘I was with Tom Driberg all day. Go and see him, Arnold. I’m sure he’ll agree to help. He’s a great one for the truth coming out.’


*


‘Were you involved in that terrible beating?’ Tom Driberg said, when he came to Brian’s flat in Camden, near Regent’s Park.


‘If you think that, Tom, why’d you agree to be my alibi?’


‘You know why,’ the MP said. ‘I’m very fond of you and I don’t want to see you in trouble. There’s nothing I can do to help Jack, though. Drury won’t budge.’


‘That’s because he’s corrupt and working for the Krays,’ Brian told him.


‘If you have evidence of that, I could take it to the Home Secretary.’


‘That won’t help Jack with bail,’ Brian told him. ‘Still, a bit of bird’ll probably do him good. I can take care of things while he’s away.’


*


Joey thought that a very foolish move and told him so.


‘Why’s it foolish?’ Brian challenged. ‘I thought you wanted me to make something of myself.’


‘That’s all your mother and I want, Brian,’ his dad said. ‘But not like this. It really is time you got out of this gang nonsense and into business.’


‘Why would I do that, Dad? I love this work. I’m running things as I want, now Jack’s away. It’s terrific.’


‘You’re being utterly foolish,’ Joey told him. ‘Arnold said it’s likely that Jack will go to prison. You could be headed the same way if you’re not careful. That’s if the Krays don’t kill you first.’


‘Oh, you’re so amusing, Dad, you should be on Sunday Night at the London Palladium. Could be I might top them – no one would miss them.’


‘Think about it, Brian. This is your opportunity to get free of all this gang stuff. You might not get another chance.’


But Brian was in his element running things and he wasn’t about to give it up. Not even when his mother came to the club and pleaded with him. ‘Your dad said business is far more exciting.’


‘What? Selling a few spuds? That’s a job for old women.’


Without warning Cath smacked him hard in the face, startling Brian and causing Pongo to lift his eyes from the racing paper at the end of the bar in the empty club. Brian raised a hand, indicating there was no need for him to do anything. He wasn’t sure if, or at what point, Pongo would come to his aid. They had yet to straighten that out.


‘I won’t have you being disrespectful about your father, Brian. Not after all he’s done for you,’ Cath said.


As hard as Brian found it to resist his mother, he stretched every fibre of his being to do so. He wanted to run the club and, by extension, the entire criminal enterprise. He knew he could make a better job of it than Jack.


Judge Melford Stevenson caught him in the club later that night and asked if it would be all right for him to pop up to Jack’s flat with his little poppet. He was giving little Heather Knight one regularly now and still hadn’t been reduced to doing it in a car on the public highway.


‘I should say so, Judge,’ Brian told him. ‘I’ll slip over there and make sure his girlfriend ain’t around.’


He could have phoned Leah and told her to make herself scarce but he chose to go there and confront her, suspecting how she’d react.


*


‘I told Jack that if I saw you ever again, Brian, I’d kill myself,’ Leah said.


‘Good. Why don’t you, then? Do us all a favour.’


She fled, taking nothing with her. Perhaps she was going to kill herself and he wondered briefly how she might do it. The river? Jumping under a tube train?


While he waited for the judge to arrive with Heather, Brian poked around the flat. He looked through some drawers and found Leah’s underwear. He fished out a pair of her panties, put his thick hand inside them and spread his fingers, then brought them up to his nose. Without warning, he got hard and wondered why. He told himself she meant nothing to him, had nothing he was interested in.


The low clunk of the kitchen doorbell startled him. He returned the panties to the drawer and went to answer it. The judge always used the service alleyway and came up the iron fire-escape so his entrance couldn’t be seen from the road.


‘Is anyone else around, Brian?’ he asked.


‘Only me, Judge. I’ll be as quiet as a mouse. What Heather’s got don’t interest me.’ He winked at the girl and nodded them through to the spare bedroom.


The judge’s lovemaking was quiet. No sound escaped from the room as Brian lay on the bed in Jack and Leah’s room, thinking about Leah and why her underwear caused him to get an erection. He drifted off to sleep and woke with a sense of unease, but with no idea what had caused it. He sat up on the bed and put on the light. It was two o’clock.


He got up and cracked open the door. Across the narrow corridor in the lit bedroom, he saw two men plunging a knife through the quilt into the covered figure below. Panic assailed him and for a moment he thought he was having a nightmare and called out to wake himself, alerting the two men, who whirled round in alarm. Without thinking, Brian rushed at them, reaching into his pocket for his flick knife. The two men came to meet him head on. From the glimpse he caught of them, both seemed familiar but he knew neither. The first slashed at him with the knife, causing Brian to dance back, but the second hit him like a steamroller as he bowled on through the flat to the fire-escape. Brian scrambled to his feet and went after them, but they were well gone.


Creeping gingerly into the bedroom, fearing what Jack would say to him for letting the judge get stabbed, he eased back the quilt over the motionless figure. He stared for a long while at the blood-soaked body before he realized it wasn’t the judge.


Sir Aubrey was hiding in the darkened bathroom, crouched between the lavatory and the wall, shaking like a leaf. He let out a shriek of terror as Brian reached down and touched him. ‘It’s me, Judge. Brian.’


Still the judge couldn’t stop trembling. Brian stood with him and looked at the body on the bed. ‘I don’t know who they were,’ he said, ‘but I wouldn’t think they were after Heather.’


‘Me?’ Sir Aubrey managed to say.


Brian shook his head. ‘I doubt it. Who’d know? Look, we better get you dressed and away from here.’


‘Yes, yes,’ the judge said, but he was incapable of dressing himself. He couldn’t move.


Brian called DI George Fenwick and told him he needed help, then went back and assisted the judge into his clothes.


Ten minutes later the detective was examining the girl. ‘She’s well and truly dead.’ He glanced across the corridor to the judge, who was still shaking where he sat on Jack’s bed with a quilt around him. ‘What about him? Did he do it?’


‘No,’ Brian said. ‘I think it was some mugs the twins sent after me. They must have followed me from the club.’


‘You’d better get him home. We’ll take care of the girl,’ Fenwick said. ‘Will he be able to keep his mouth shut?’


‘I’ll talk to him.’


Brian took the grateful judge home and put him to bed in his chintzy house, called Truncheons, where he lived with his wife. She was off visiting her sister in Canada.


‘You want me to stay with you, Judge?’ Brian offered. He saw the alarm on the other man’s face and laughed. ‘Oh, not like that.’


‘I’ll be all right. I’ll have a brandy and some sleeping pills.’


‘Tell me where they are and I’ll get them for you.’


When he brought them upstairs, the judge said, ‘Brian, I’m so grateful for all you’ve done. My wife couldn’t have faced such a scandal. You’re such a sensible young man. If ever you need help in the future, I’ll do anything I can.’


Brian smiled. That was one he’d keep safely in his back pocket.


*


The news of the so-called Great Train Robbery that greeted Jack, who was on remand in Brixton prison, when his door was opened that morning, frustrated him almost beyond endurance. The prison and the whole country was alight with the shocking news that five million pounds had been stolen. It was an unimaginable sum.


‘Someone had a nice result there, Jack,’ Billy Hayward said to him, as he joined him in the breakfast line. ‘You wouldn’t mind being a blagger for that sort of money. All old notes, is what they said on the radio.’


Jack was too angry to respond and Hayward moved on to talk to someone else about the robbery of the century. All Jack wanted to do was contact his brief and get him to send Brian in to see him, hoping he had been in on it with Bobby Brown and Ronnie Biggs. The minutes dragged past as he watched the clock, waiting to be called to the legal visiting room. He didn’t dare talk openly to Brian on the phone, but waited for him to come in, posing as the solicitor’s clerk.


‘Where’ve you been?’ was how Jack greeted him, once the screw had stepped outside and closed the door. ‘I’ve been going mental since the news broke.’


‘This was the earliest they had a room free.’


‘Have we got some of it, Bri? Have we?’


‘I haven’t seen anything of Bobby since you went inside. I assumed he was pugged up plotting with Ronnie.’


‘Well, he’d better have our whack or there’ll be trouble.’


‘There’s trouble already,’ Brian told him. ‘Tom Driberg came to see me just before I came down here. He said there’s going to be really serious repercussions from a robbery this big. He said it’s changed the whole socio-ecodynamic of crime.’


‘What’s that meant to mean?’ Jack asked.


‘The senior members of the government are meeting to discuss it and so is the opposition. Driberg won’t be able to help us any more.’


‘What did you tell him?’


‘That we weren’t involved,’ Brian said. ‘I don’t think he believed me.’


‘Great. We get the blame and not the dough. We’d have had that money if I was out. I’m going mad in here.’


‘Tell me what you want me to do,’ Brian said.


‘Go and see DI Fenwick. Tell him to get hold of that witness against me. We’ll do something about him.’


‘I can’t. Ken Drury’s got him well pugged-up.’


‘George Fenwick’ll find him. All we gotta do is straighten him out. S’ easy if he’s one of Paul Raymond’s minders. Take Pongo with you. He’ll make him see things different. At this rate I’ll end up topping one of the screws just for the hell of it.’


‘Take it easy, Jack,’ Brian cautioned. ‘It’s still a hanging offence.’


Jack felt bereft when his nephew walked out of the door, promising to contact the DI at the Yard. He wondered if he would, or if he was enjoying his freedom a bit too much.


Back on the wing, which was single cells that let out on to a corridor, Jack picked a fight with Billy Hayward when he said he’d heard that the Richardsons had backed the Great Train Robbery. Even though he knew it was a wind-up, that Billy and his younger brother Harry ‘Flash’ Hayward hated Charlie and Eddie, he had to respond. Billy fought back hard and Jack had difficulty putting him down, he was so churned up. Matters got worse when the screws eventually broke it up and they were put behind their doors for forty-eight hours: no contact with other prisoners or their legal teams, no newspapers or radio.


But before his time behind his door was up, Jack was released, the charge against him dropped. The punter he was supposed to have beaten up had withdrawn his complaint, saying he’d made a mistake.


‘He didn’t make a mistake, duck,’ DCI Drury said to him at the gate outside Brixton prison where he and Brian were waiting. ‘Some of your lot got to him so it’s business as usual. But, meanwhile, stay out of the twins’ places. Understood? By the way, you need a shower, duck. You smell almost as bad as your nigger.’ He glanced at Pongo, who was leaning against the boot of a shiny new Mercedes. Then he turned away and rang the prison bell. It was all Jack could do not to hit him, and he might have done, if Brian hadn’t dragged him away.


‘Where’s Bobby Brown? Where’s our share of the money?’ he wanted to know.


‘He’s disappeared, Jack. We went to his house,’ Brian explained. ‘His old woman hadn’t seen him in months.’


‘Yeah, what kind of fanny is that?’


‘It’s probably true. Ronnie Biggs is gone too.’


‘They can’t all’ve gone, Brian. We know who was approached. Find them. Get the info from them.’


‘I’m afraid that’s not all the bad news,’ Brian said. ‘The police captured some of the blaggers holed up in the cellar of a nearby farm.’


‘They recover the money?’


‘Some, not much.’


‘Thank God for that.’


*


Jack grew more furious with each item of breaking news.


‘Brian came here!’ was how Leah greeted him when he walked into the flat after being absent for almost a month. ‘He came here. I told you what I’d do if I saw him.’


‘Take it easy,’ Jack said. ‘He needed to do some business here. There was no choice.’


‘What sort of business could it have been that he took the spare mattress and bedding? Something filthy, I’m sure. He’s such a degenerate.’


‘Leah, Leah,’ Jack said, trying to calm her. ‘It’s all right. I won’t let him come again now I’m back.’


Leah was standing in the kitchen doorway not looking at him. She sighed and brushed past him, then walked along the corridor to the spare room. She closed the door. Absence hadn’t made the heart grow fonder as he’d hoped it might, but he wasn’t about to give up on her.


*


Manny Evans, the pawnbroker, rang Jack and asked if he could come and see him. He wouldn’t say what it was about. Protection, Jack guessed. They agreed to meet at the club.


‘I don’t want no protection, see,’ the pawnbroker said, when he came in. ‘I can get that from the police. No, I was asked by a villain if I can move some money out of the country.’


‘How much?’ Jack said, all his senses alert.


‘Too much. Not money I want to be involved with, see. It has to be from the train robbery.’


‘Who’s the villain, Manny?’ Brian asked.


‘You won’t say it came from me?’


‘As if we’d do that,’ Jack said. ‘There could be a nice little taste for you, Manny.’


‘It’s a lad called Mark Protherow. I’ve known the family for years.’


‘Agree to meet, Manny. Tell him you got someone who can help.’


Jack, Brian, Pongo and another villain called John Flynn waited in the run-down Ladbroke Arms in Notting Hill. Flynn was carrying a small wooden box with some airholes in it. ‘What’s in the box, John?’ Brian asked, curious. Flynn winked at Jack but wouldn’t say.


When Protherow came through the door and saw Jack he stopped, then ran out, but the four of them flew after him. He fled across the road, was almost hit by a fifty-two bus and ran back in blind panic.


‘Mark, we just wanna have a chat,’ Jack said. ‘We wanna help you, son.’


They took him to a house Joey owned around the corner in Blenheim Crescent. The hallway was full of prams and boxes, as if someone was moving in. Brian had keys to all the rooms and found one that a family was moving into. The place smelt of sweat and burnt chicken fat. ‘Man,’ a tenant greeted Pongo on the stairs.


‘Where’s the money, Mark?’ Jack asked in a reasonable tone.


‘What money’s that, Jack?’


‘What you want Manny Evans to get out the country.’


‘I was meeting Manny to sell him a bit of swag.’


He refused stubbornly to talk until Jack, Pongo and Flynn got to work on him. First they beat him and he didn’t talk. Then they put his head in a bucket of water and he didn’t talk. Then Jack held up the box. ‘Do you know what we got in the box, Mark? ‘S a rat.’ He pulled on a leather glove, reached into the box and grabbed the rodent, which squeaked in terror. ‘I’m gonna put it down your shirt, man.’


Brian had a morbid fear of rats. ‘No, Jack. You can’t do that.’


‘Don’t be a mug,’ Jack said. ‘He’s got my money.’


‘Please, Brian,’ Protherow appealed to him. ‘Help me!’


‘Tell them, for fuck’s sake!’ Brian yelled.


‘I don’t know!’


Flynn pulled open Protherow’s shirt and thrust the rat inside. Protherow shrieked hysterically and threw himself around like a man possessed.


‘Hold him!’ Jack shouted at Pongo, but not even he could do that.


The door opened and a woman looked in. ‘What you do?’ she said, as the rat sprang out of Protherow’s shirt and ran through the door between her legs. She shrieked too.


When he had finally calmed down, Protherow told them his money was in the left-luggage office at Victoria station, then gave the whereabouts of another train robber.


‘None of us expected anything like as much. I mean, my whack was about two hundred grand. We don’t know what to do with it all.’


‘I’ll show you,’ Jack said. ‘You’ll get a cut, son. Where we gonna find this other blagger, David Crutwell?’


‘He’s in Canning Town.’ Protherow was inspecting his chest for rat bites. ‘Look what he done! Look!’ he said, directing his anger at John Flynn as if he had bitten him.


When Jack and Brian got to the address in Canning Town Crutwell was gone.


‘Eddie Richardson came and took him with some other men. They kept asking where his money was,’ his wife told them.


‘Did he tell them?’ Jack asked.


‘He wouldn’t say anything. That’s why they took him.’


‘We’ll get him back. Where’d they take him?’


Mrs Crutwell said she didn’t know, and Jack believed her. ‘They didn’t get the money?’ he asked.


‘What money?’ she said. ‘He’s only got his wages from Silcock’s.’ Silcock’s was a cake meal factory in Canning Town.


‘D’you want us to get David back alive, Mrs Crutwell?’ Brian asked.


She thought about that for a moment or two, then nodded. ‘He wouldn’t tell them. He’d sooner die first.’


David Crutwell’s screams could almost be heard at Waterloo station. They certainly weren’t muffled by the battered old caravan in the Bermondsey breaker’s yard. Nor were they drowned by the grinder that was screeching its way through a girder in the yard. This made too much noise for the operator to hear Jack’s car approach.


As they opened the caravan door Eddie Richardson was kneeling on the chest of a man strapped to an old office chair, using a large pair of pliers to pull out his wriggling prisoner’s teeth. His brother stood beside him.


‘Can I get my aching tooth pulled out?’ Jack said.


‘Hello, Jack. How are you, son?’ Charlie said calmly.


‘You got our man,’ Jack said.


‘That’s all right, son, you can have him. He don’t know nothing or he would’ve talked before he lost four teeth.’


‘You’d better take him to one of your bent doctors, Brian,’ Eddie said. ‘Get him fixed up.’


‘Well, someone ought to, by the look of him. You sure he didn’t tell you nothing?’


Charlie laughed. ‘Either that or he’s got an exceptional pain threshold.’


‘What’s that?’ Pongo asked.


‘Didn’t they teach you nothing in the army academy?’


Crutwell could barely walk nor speak as they helped him out to the car. ‘I told them, Jack. I told them where it is – the money.’


‘Then why were they still pulling your teeth out?’ Brian asked.


‘Because they enjoy it,’ the train robber managed to say.


Leaving Crutwell propped up in the car with a handkerchief to his mouth, Jack ran back to the caravan with Brian, Pongo and Flynn. There, he spotted a five-gallon jerry-can and carefully lifted the lid. It contained petrol, which he poured along the front of the caravan on the ground.
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