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There are other places

Which also are the world’s end, some at the sea jaws,

Or over a dark lake, in a desert or a city –

But this is the nearest, in place and time,

Now and in England.

T. S. Eliot






Historical Note

On Wednesday May 21st, 1952, at shortly after 4 a.m., a Post Office van carrying mail bags from Paddington station to the Eastern Central District office, was waylaid on Eastcastle Street, just off Oxford Street, by seven men in two cars. The robbers dragged the postmen from the van and drove it off, escaping with £287,000 in cash from high-value packets. At the time, it was the biggest heist in British history, and would remain so until the Great Train Robbery.

Nobody was ever charged with the crime.

The proceeds from the robbery were never recovered.




PART ONE

EASTCASTLE




1

TELL ME ABOUT THE CAMEL

May 20th, 1952

What came to mind when Adlyn Rowe thought of her mother was falling buildings and blown-off limbs and the end of the world. She was forever repeating the story of how she gave birth to Addie on one of the early nights of the Blitz, a look in her eye like the child brought into the world with her the bombs falling all about them from the sky. Blamed her for that, among other things. It was her favourite story to tell.

Through the wall, Addie could hear her mother talking to herself. Far as she knew, she never heard anyone talking back, but that was no doubt something to look forward to. Her little sister – Florence by birth, but Nees to everyone who knew her – fidgeted in the bed beside her, letting her know she was awake. Addie ignored her, pretending to sleep.

A small hand crawled across her face.

Warm breath in her ear.

‘Addie? Addie. Addieaddieaddieaddieaddie.’

‘Fine.’

A giggle, then Nees pounced on her.

‘Nees!’

Another squawk of laughter.

‘Get off me, Nees, it’s too early.’

It wasn’t, at all. All good intentions of getting Nees ready and off to the day nursery before going to school herself had gone by the wayside. Perhaps Mrs Harpenden would have something for her to do.

Nees pulled her nightshirt off over her head.

‘I’m going to have eggs.’

‘That’s what you think?’

‘And fried bread. Like Daddy does it.’

‘Don’t think there’s any bread left, and I know we don’t got eggs.’

‘For breakfast?’

‘For breakfast, lunch or dinner.’

Nees dropped her nightshirt and started to put on her dress from the previous day.

‘Not that one.’

She popped her eyes like, What, me?

‘You know you just picked it off the floor. Your other one’s hanging right there where I put it last night and told you you’d be wearing it.’

Nees sighed and walked the three whole paces to the wardrobe to fetch the clean dress. Their narrow bed was pushed under the only window. Three chunky wardrobes, all with drawers at the bottom, formed an L shape around the corner of two walls, their mother’s stuff filling two, their own and their father’s squished into the other.

‘What are you . . . Put a little something on underneath, thank you. Still got clean ones in the drawer there.’

‘Got one pair.’

‘You need more than that right now? And your socks.’

‘Don’t like them.’

‘Long as we’re listing things we don’t like—’

A sharp rapping on the wall shut them up. Perfectly still, they waited, and there it was again, rat-a-tat-tat.

‘Now you done it,’ Addie said.

‘Wasn’t me.’

‘Who else bouncing around waking the whole house up?’

Addie pointed for her sister to put on her socks. Swinging out of bed, she pulled on yesterday’s corduroys and jumper, to loaded looks from Nees.

‘I’ll go see what she wants.’

The front door was open, as it usually was with all the comings and goings of tenants. The first in a long range of dowdy four-storey Victorian semis, the basement and ground floor were flats, the upper two floors rented as rooms.

Her parents’ room at the front was dim, a dust-marbled shaft of light slicing in as the curtains hadn’t been pulled tight. The left side was thicker where her mother had finished double-siding one curtain some years earlier but never got round to the other. A three-quarter bed, turned down with an ornate spread, didn’t quite fit into the alcove and so was pushed up against a drop-leaf table slotted into the gap with disregard.

The bed was undisturbed other than having Stevie Rowe lying atop the sheets in her dressing gown, one arm draped dramatically over her face where the light from the window fell. Beside her was the brass curtain draw rod she’d knocked on the wall with.

The high-backed chair Addie’s father always hung his work clothes on was noticeably bare, the low table in front of the green velvet sofa in the window bay was busy with empty bottles and stained glasses.

‘Adlyn, would you be so kind as to do something about the sun?’

Standing on the sofa, Addie closed the curtains completely. She went to leave, but wavered by the bed. Stevie opened one eye, peering up at her from beneath her arm.

‘Dad didn’t come home?’

The eye snapped shut.

‘Wonderful seeing you so early, Adlyn, but that’s enough.’

Addie pulled the door closed behind her, the lock no longer catching because the frame was splintered around it. Nees was in the scullery, at the back of the house behind their room, looking for eggs in unlikely places.

‘Told you there no eggs.’

‘Dad would make me eggs.’

‘Not unless he’s a hen.’

‘Where is Dad?’

‘Working, I think.’

‘What did Mum want?’

‘For me to turn off the sun.’

Nees shrugged, it not being the most demanding request she’d ever made.

‘Come on, sit down. See what I can find for breakfast.’

‘And a story.’

The table was a place of chatter in the mornings, their father a great one for his yarns that always amused his daughters.

‘Tell me about the camel.’

‘Always the camel with you.’

It was Nees’s favourite. The way their father would tell it, he’d lean back and take a deep breath, looking up to the ceiling as if searching for the right words, even though he told it the same every time.

‘Now, let me see,’ he’d say, hand on his chin as it all came back to him. ‘As I recall, it was a warm-warm day. Kind of day you want to feel the sun on your skin, lie against the baked earth like a spotted lizard.’

‘Spotted lizard!’ Nees would say.

‘A cold drink day. But of course, I had work to do. Back then I worked all sorts of jobs, but at that time I was loading at the marmalade place in Silvertown, down on the docks. My good friend from the fire service got me on there, the boss agreeing so long as there was no foolishness. He wouldn’t stand for that, worked us like hounds.

‘There we were, loading boxes of jars like it’s kingly business, sneaking a little comfort in the sun as we worked, and then’ – he’d bring his hands together in a loud clap, Nees jumping with delight – ‘total uproar. Massive confusion. You know, they already dropped the bombs the night before, but we weren’t ready for them along the sugar mile in broad daylight. Boom! Boom! Boom! And the ground rumbled beneath our feet, and the dark smoke come over our heads. Then it was more like an English bleaky day, away from the smell in the air, which had a dark sweetness to it.

‘Men poured out of Silvertown, off the island, every one of them black as soot and kerchiefs over their mouths. The factories all closed under the bombardment, hearts of gold those bosses. But the sugar refinery took a direct hit. You never seen anything like it. The stores were ablaze, the sugar burning, and the streets was paved with bomb-cooked caramel. Great chunks of it just there for the taking. We chiselled up plates of the stuff, hands and clothes black and sticky with it. I don’t know what damage I did to my teeth on the caramel road that day, but it was worth it.’

‘Camel road.’ Each time the tale had spilled out of her father, Nees basked in a soughing of fire, a scent of sugar so real she’d lick her lips, and it was all the sweeter for knowing what she had dreamed he had lived.

What could Addie offer in the face of that?

‘Well, back then at the time of war, Daddy made marmalade, which, like eggs, we don’t got none of right now.’

From her bed, Stevie listened to Addie mangle her father’s war story. He’d told them it that many times that he probably now believed those fiery first days actually happened like he said. A wonderland where they danced between falling incendiaries, the roads ambered in tasty candy, and his courageous pregnant wife giving birth to their first child amid the destruction.

Stevie’s recollection differed. They’d been apart from each other for long stretches, Reggie working at the factory and also volunteering with the Auxiliary Fire Service, on their toes during those early raids, and Stevie home along with the other young wives and mothers. Her neighbour Pat was a sweetheart and also married to a Jamaican, and had a young boy so knew exactly what was coming as unerringly as any German bomber. Like tourists they stood in the street to watch them overhead. A draughtboard alley near the docks, black and white families living side by side, black kids, white kids, some a bit of both. All of them with their arms spread wide, lips brrring like Spitfires as they ran.

Stevie didn’t remember caramelised streets.

She remembered chalk lines scratched in the roads to direct bomb refugees to hastily arranged shelters.

She remembered being evacuated because of an unexploded bomb in Canning Town, not knowing where Reggie was as he hadn’t been home in forty-eight hours.

She remembered lying awake on the floor of a school classroom, surrounded by other pregnant women and young mothers who must have had strange bedfellows coming out their ears, way they nodded off at the drop of a hat.

The school had been pandemonium. Six hundred people through there in a few short days. Brickwork bulging where it had already been hit on the first night. Buses were coming for everyone, to move them God knows where, but they never arrived. She hadn’t been able to stand it, and talked Pat into returning home with her.

Pat, who’d helped her three sisters give birth, and who boiled water and fetched towels and made a sandwich for her boy to keep him busy. At exactly quarter to four in the morning, as the ground beneath them shook from nearby bombs, a baby girl emerged into the world, had a short wail, and settled comfortably on her mother’s chest, swaddled with unreasonable love, for that was all there was in the world now.

Reggie never told the children about that.

Never told them that because he hadn’t been home in days, he’d believed Stevie to still be in the school with the rest of the evacuees. The school that took a direct hit shortly before four in the morning and collapsed into its own basement with everyone inside.

The school whose rubble he was clawing at with bloodied hands, searching for what he knew would be nothing more than remains, when Stevie came walking down the street holding their daughter.

Never told them that.

Never told them how when he got to her, he threw up on the almost murderous shoes she’d squeezed her swollen feet into. How he sat on the kerb and cried. How the authorities stopped the newspapers reporting the dozens and dozens of bodies of women and children pulled from the ruins, or the hundred more they concreted over as they couldn’t recover them. The single largest loss of life the Germans inflicted from the air, and nobody knew.

Perched on the kerb beside her weeping husband, holding the newborn Addie, it dawned on Stevie with a thrilling sinking sensation that they did not live in the land of the brave. All knotted together in the sooted sack of war, what choice was there but to bear it?

God forbid he told that story.

And now he was gone again, some tall tale about a special project he was on at the Post Office, where he’d worked the past nearly six years.

‘Two, three nights, love, I won’t be home. Overtime, you see. Bonuses. Easier to kip down with Jerry in Clerkenwell, near the depot. You know Jerry.’

Jerry, who’d never before been mentioned and who didn’t exist. Only ever explained himself to assuage a guilty conscience, was probably off taking all night to do what they once did all night.

Not that she’d always been saintly herself.

She’d see what story he told when he returned home stinking of cheap tart.

When he came home—

A knocking at the front door aroused her from her reveries.

In the hall, someone called out, ‘Hi hi hi.’

‘Oh sweet merciful Christ,’ Stevie mumbled, ‘please just take me now.’

Hearing his voice, Addie rushed back into the hall in a panic.

Mr Grainger stood at the front door, a young man who looked middle aged, wearing a threadbare suit with the tie loose at the collar and blessed with the complexion of a slice of Spam. In one hand he held a tool bag, the other swiping at a persistent glaze on his forehead.

His late mother, from whom he’d inherited the house, had been favourably inclined toward theatrical types, it having been that sort of neighbourhood for many years, and that was what she had believed the Rowes to be when Stevie showed up a couple of years after the war, young Addie in her arms, looking for rooms and glowing with a residual glamour from her days as a nightclub hostess.

That her prospective tenant’s husband was a postal worker was just fine, suggesting a stable income as it did. That he turned out to be Jamaican was less so, but Mrs Grainger overlooked what she considered to be a deception as even before the war she’d been accustomed to renting rooms to black entertainers on a short-term basis. And she was completely captivated by young Addie, feeling a child would enliven the house no end.

Her son was less captivated.

‘Cup of tea, Mr Grainger?’ Addie said, with the supreme confidence that she’d figure out what to do about not having either tea or milk somewhere between the front door and the scullery.

‘Hello, uh . . .’

‘Addie,’ said Addie understandingly, the two of them only having met the three or four dozen times.

‘Hello, young Addie. I’m afraid I have come on proprietorial business, and as such—’

Stevie threw open her door, wearing now her light summer robe with a tottery smile, and brushed her hair out of her face.

‘Why, Mr Grainger, an unexpected but rare pleasure to receive you in our home.’

She always sounded like more than she was; maybe like something she once had been. Addie worried people thought she was taking an attitude.

‘Mayhem yesterday, I hear, Mrs Rowe. Hollering and tomfoolery, destruction of property, confrontations with lethal weapons, things of that nature.’

There had been a spot of bedlam the day before when a man called Geronimo kicked Stevie’s door in and stole the rent money he claimed Reggie owed him from dominoes, and the retired ventriloquist upstairs called to see if everything was all right and Addie stabbed Geronimo with a cheese knife and pursued him down the street at a benign distance instead of going to school, which was what she was supposed to do.

‘Nothing more than a misunderstanding, Mr Grainger,’ Stevie said. ‘A poor soul, lost to the trials of tonic wines and turps, quite out of his mind, wandered into the wrong house and caused a minor stir. The front door, as you well know, is always left unlocked for the convenience of the more nocturnal theatrical characters upstairs.’

Grainger did not appear swayed by this, but wasn’t in possession of nearly enough facts or intestinal fortitude to brave both Stevie’s story and the precipice of her chiffon robe. Setting down his tool bag, he produced a chisel and hammer.

‘How wonderful. We weren’t expecting you to handle the work yourself.’

‘If you want a job done right . . .’

And cheaply, Stevie thought. She sat on her sofa with her bare feet up on the low table, now mysteriously clear of bottles and glasses. Grainger focused as best he could on the busted door frame.

‘There remains the issue of the outstanding rent, Mrs Rowe.’

Stevie stretched. ‘I’m sure Mr Rowe will take care of that when he returns from work.’

There was a velocity to Grainger’s eyes, roving here and there and everywhere but at Stevie’s feet.

‘Well, see that Mrs Harpenden gets it.’

The old widow in the basement flat was Grainger’s creature, as she had been of his mother before him, organising cleaning and the collection of rent, saving him the hassle and herself a guinea off her rent. Doubtless it was she who had informed Grainger of the whole Geronimo affair, there being nothing she looked down upon quite like those enabled to make scenes.

Throwing his tools back in his bag, he assessed his work, the frame now a mess of splintered wood and damp putty. ‘That’s as good as it’s ever been.’

Stevie wiggled her toes by way of a goodbye and Grainger ran from the house, almost knocking over Chabon on the pavement outside. Charles Bonamy Chapple was Addie’s best and only friend, and lived in a single room one street over with his father, Conrad. Chabon’s mum had run off from Port of Spain when he was small with some fool idea of being a calypso singer in Miami, and they’d never heard from her again. Conrad brought him to London after the war.

‘Mr Grainger in some sort of hurry.’

‘Stevie can have that effect,’ Addie said.

Chabon pointed to the scullery. ‘Look like your sister did a massacre.’

Nees had clambered up onto the wooden table, by way of a chair that now lay on its back, and from a jar was scooping out handfuls of Mrs Harpenden’s jam, made with wild raspberries from the bushes in the garden. It was runny and a little sour, but she was making do, red all over her hands and face and clothes and a lot of the table and floor.

‘Wanted eggs,’ she said.

‘I told you, there no eggs.’

‘I know.’

She tilted the jar to get another fistful, pressing the stuff into her mouth.

‘Adlyn!’ Stevie cried from her room.

Addie sighed.

‘I’ll get Nees,’ Chabon said, removing the jam jar from the girl’s reaching hands and lifting her over to the sink, trying to keep from getting red on himself.

Stevie was stretched out on her sofa. ‘What, in the depths of her dissension, is your sister up to now?’

‘She wanted eggs, you see—’

‘I don’t have time for prevarications, Adlyn. The whole story, as briefly as possible, please.’

‘She made breakfast.’

‘Made a mess, you mean.’

Addie shrugged. ‘Chay got her.’

‘And now we have to find the rent. That old witch downstairs will be loving every second of this, on top of yesterday’s nonsense.’

‘Mum, that man who stole our money, he coming back?’

‘Why would I have the faintest idea? Never seen him before in my life.’

Addie knew that to be a lie. She had recognised the man from being round before, when her father had ushered him outside and they’d spoken in an angry huddle, the man departing with finger pointed and face creased.

‘His name Geronimo.’

‘His name is Geronimo, which cannot possibly be true.’

‘His name is Geronimo and he lives in a ruined castle near tin town and you let him steal all the rent money and I chased him with a knife.’

Her mother had frequently intimated that her children were a conspiracy to ruin her, and Addie could feel that sort of notion taking hold again as Stevie pinched the bridge of her nose.

‘Geronimo?’

‘Uh huh.’

‘There is no such person, Adlyn.’

‘You saw him. That’s what he calls himself.’

‘Nonsense. And this ruined castle?’

‘The Swiss castle,’ Addie said, meaning the derelict Hero of Switzerland pub near a cluster of prefab huts put up on bombed lots by the Americans down near Loughborough Junction to temporarily house families those past eight years.

‘You’re making all of this up.’

Addie looked at the door with its clumsily fixed lock as if her mother was denying its existence. She could never doubt enough the happenings of other people, happenings that occurred outside her small world, and even some that happened within it.

‘Mum, why’d he come here?’

‘How on earth would I know? You seem better acquainted with him than I.’

‘I’ve seen Daddy speaking with him.’

‘Your father would know him. He can deal with it, then.’

‘If he comes home.’

‘When he comes home.’

Doubt embroidered Addie’s face.

‘Of course he’s coming home, Adlyn. Where else could he go?’

‘Geronimo said Dad owed him more. Said he’d be back.’

‘I don’t involve myself in your father’s financial affairs. But we are going to have a talk about your conduct.’

Conversations about Addie’s conduct were always threatening to break out.

‘This is not the conduct of a polite young lady. Gallivanting off down the road after ruffians, inappropriately brandishing cutlery. Not something a young lady of class should do.’

A lack of class was another regular topic with her mother. Flicking through her magazines, there’d be much to say about what the women were wearing or doing to their hair, and class was her primary gauge. But Stevie had already grown tired of hearing herself lament her elder daughter’s lack of finesse, and sat up straight on the sofa as if she might fully address the day at last.

‘Be a love and roll me a fag.’

Addie cast about for her tobacco.

‘Behind the sofa.’

She frowned. On the floor beneath the window, she found not only the tin of makings, but all the bottles and glasses that had been cleared from the table. She looked at her mother. In return, Stevie wore all the expression of a pudding.

Rolling was about the only thing Stevie had taught her to do, and then only so she’d not have to do it herself. Fingers larded with the previous day’s yellow, she thumbed the pages as Addie nimbly went to work.

‘Heavens, look at this one. That’s certainly the dress for her, but I’d have made different choices with the hair. She used to wait tables with me, you know. Very intelligent, knew exactly what she wanted, but has all the taste of boiled cabbage. I’m terribly sorry she’s had all this success.’

In Stevie’s world, that she should run the rule over such matters wasn’t in question. Addie had never thought of her mother as anything other than beautiful and sad, but there must have been a time when she had been at large in the world, a world bigger than two and a half rooms in a Brixton theatrical.

Addie lit her mother’s first cigarette of the day, and as Stevie leaned back and inhaled, she gazed for a moment over the back of the sofa at the forest of bottles on the floor, but must have decided it too laborious a task to arrange a fresh drink from them and lay back again to smoke. Addie waited for her eyelids to droop, easing the cigarette from between her slender fingers and laying it on the edge of the saucer serving as ashtray.

Chabon had Nees looking as good as presentable in the previous day’s dress.

‘I had this on before anyway,’ Nees shrugged.

Addie rushed her round to the nursery at the corner of their road, the matron commenting on the tardiness before asking after her mother in that patronising way, as if everyone was aware of her business (which they mostly were, Stevie Rowe being a topic of some interest among other mothers and the staff).

Addie remained scrupulously polite in the face of such provocations.




2

THEY DISMEMBERED BODIES TOGETHER

May 21st, 1952

Nobody had said it, not in those words exactly, but the men in the car with him would need killing, and he’d have to do it. Fred Martin knew that and couldn’t get death off his mind.

There was the war. Six he knew of for sure, close enough to count them, and a grenade incident he didn’t hang around for. A lot of men he knew had, and so had their fathers, and some of their sons too, the carrying-on in Malaya and Korea. His boy Ray might end up over there in a few years, National Service. Would there ever be another generation of men who didn’t know killing?

The one beside him, who’d never given his name, sucked at his broken tooth again. Been doing it all day. The four of them in a Soho flat since the previous afternoon, kept there until Strong Arms Phil turned up with a motor and told them it was a go.

Now here they were, just gone four in the morning, sitting in a green Vanguard in the mouth of an arched passageway, and this tooth-sucker was still at it. Plucked from his tongue something he had dislodged and held it up on the tip of a finger for inspection before popping it back in his mouth.

Fred leaned forward and squinted down the dark road.

‘That them?’ Tibbs said, from the back seat, where he sat with a man Fred knew as Gwillim.

‘It’s them,’ Fred said.

‘It’s someone,’ said the tooth-sucker.

The van down the road waited at a cross-street. No traffic passed. Fred pulled his scarf up over his face, and the others did too. The only other car on the street was a black Riley parked up on the opposite kerb.

‘Taking his own fucking time,’ Tibbs said.

‘Shh,’ Fred and the tooth-sucker said together.

The van rolled forward, and the moment Fred saw for certain it was a Post Office van, he released the handbrake, holding the Vanguard at biting point, feet stiff on the pedals.

The GPO van slowed as it approached them.

‘Turning red,’ the tooth-sucker said, meaning the temporary lights just past where they were parked, where half the road was cordoned off.

The van eased gently by in front of them and everything happened at once. The black Riley roared away from the opposite kerb and blocked off the van at an angle, forcing it to veer, one wheel bumping up onto the pavement.

Fred released the clutch, jumping out behind the van to box it in. He kept it in gear as the tooth-sucker and the other two got out, joined by a pair from the Riley, and fell upon the van. Inside, the driver pawed uselessly at the alarm, silent because it had been disconnected by someone who knew how to do such things. The same someone who had flagged the van to the robbers in the first place. Door forced open, the van’s three-man crew were dragged out and given treatment by pipe and bat, enough to dissuade resistance, and heaped untidily at the roadside.

Less than sixty seconds and the Riley was pulling away, just the driver in it now as the other two were in the cab of the mail van, which also took off. The tooth-sucker, Tibbs and Gwillim all jumped back in the Vanguard and Fred gunned it up behind the van until it headed west, that part of the plan unfamiliar to Fred, who tailed the Riley back the other way, through Seven Dials into a snarl of thin warehoused streets behind Covent Garden.

The Riley pulled up in the wake of a departing truck, the driver exiting and walking away briskly. Fred found a spot in the elbow of a crooked alley. Removing masks and caps, peeling off their overalls, they stuffed the lot in a travel bag and took it with them when they left the car. Streets and alleys already lousy with people, nobody noticed them.

They found Gyp leaning against an Oxford cab outside a bomb site down the road, dark hair in a scarf, blue eyes wild in the early sun. She clicked her fingers for the bag, Gwillim opening it so she could rifle through, satisfying herself it contained everyone’s gear before stowing it on the cab’s luggage platform beside the driver’s seat. Fred opened the back of the taxi, letting the other three in before taking a rear-facing fold-down seat next to Gwillim. At a sedate pace, Gyp took the Strand and Fleet Street eastwards.

‘Where we going, Gyp?’ Tibbs said.

This was the part Fred knew that the others didn’t, what the rest of their day looked like.

‘Safe house,’ she said. ‘Somewhere to lie low, make sure we done this right.’

They drove to Cripplegate, where the morning was brighter from a lack of buildings to block the early sun. A gutted region that had never healed since the war because it was stone, and stone could not heal. Foundations were exposed and trains rushed through uncovered tunnels, loomed over precariously by what crumbling ruins remained. Bushes and wild flowers had the run of the place now, but nobody could call it bucolic.

Near the meat market they parked in a skinny war-smashed street and Gyp let them into what had once been a butcher’s shop, the inside finished with white tiles and a glass-covered counter with chopping blocks behind. Out back, stairs led up to storage rooms on three floors, the top one motley furnished by a chesterfield and a couple of wingbacks and a small round table with three odd chairs and a stool. Two boxes against a wall sported booze and basic foodstuffs such as bread and cheese and cans of luncheon meat.

Gyp gathered them round. ‘You don’t leave here. Lav’s on the ground floor, behind the stairs. Other than that, you stay in this room. You don’t go out for any reason. There’s a fire and the whole place goes up, I expect to find your crispy remains right fucking here.’

Murmured assent.

‘Single malt,’ she said, pointing at one of the boxes. ‘Should be cups in there. Relax. Raise a toast. Way this works, someone will be back here once we know we got away free and clear. For the first few months, your cuts will be paid in instalments. So’s nobody goes out buying Rolls-Royces and fur coats. Everything settles down and the heat’s off, you get the rest. First payments will be later today, in a few hours.’

‘Do we know how much?’ the tooth-sucker said.

Gyp shrugged. ‘I know what you know. The van got away from the scene. You got away from the scene.’ She looked round the room. ‘You shouldn’t go tugging each other off too soon, but it looks like a job well done, gents. Have yourselves a hard-earned one.’

Gwillim made everyone sandwiches and poured generously. The other three played cards at the table while Fred sat in a wingback and stared out the window. Voices in the street below. Smithfield winding down. Buyers, sellers, butchers and bummerees clearing up and beginning to make their way home or hit the early houses for a jar or two.

‘Deal you in?’ Tibbs said. ‘We’re all flush. Or will be.’

‘Maybe later,’ Fred said. He topped up his cup.

‘Breakfast of champions?’

He forced a grin. ‘Post-job comedown, I think. Might have a kip.’

Closed his eyes and pretended to sleep, listening to them play for money they didn’t yet have, and never would. Not that he didn’t have the same urge. He was already wondering how he might put his cut to use without it being noticed. It had been a long while since he’d been able to make plans. Not since his butchering days before the war, apprenticing under an older man, learning his trade with the idea he’d eventually take on the shop as the man had no kin.

But Fred couldn’t wait.

Got involved in foolishness, thought he was a hoodlum, and did almost a year inside. Daughter still in nappies, Claire left to cope alone. He promised her never again and he’d kept his word, returning from war to work with his hands in the factories and mills of the Dale, living in a shabby rental with strangers on the top floor and running water in one room and a washhouse that in the middle of the night had to be found outside in the cold dark.

Since losing the job at the paint factory, he was more persuadable on the foolishness front.

The light had changed and the bells of St Bart’s were ringing the hour and he must have dropped off for real. Was it six or seven? Peered at his wrist and realised he’d removed his watch before the blag. Waiting was interminable when you couldn’t decorate it with time. He cleared his throat, sat up straight.

‘Oh, look who it is.’

‘We wake you, sweetheart?’

They laughed from the table, card game still on.

‘Anyone been?’ he asked.

The tooth-sucker took a sharp intake, clearing a morsel of sandwich from the hole.

‘You think you’d have napped through that? Soon as the cash gets here, these two can pay me my winnings. Both owe me a tenner. Easier money than pulling the blag.’

Fred pushed himself to his feet, stretched and clicked his back.

‘Going for a piss.’

Groped his way down the stairs, stiff from the chair, and found the loo. Went, then put the lid down and sat a while. Splashed water on his face. Drank some from cupped hands. When he heard a vehicle outside the shop, he unlocked the toilet door and stood holding the handle. Shop door went, and as soon as he heard feet on the stairs above him, he stepped out.

‘Fred,’ Mother said, pausing a few steps above him. ‘Hiding in the carsey?’

Fred wiped wet hands on his thighs. ‘How’d it go?’

‘Fucking clockwork. So far.’

‘Money out of the city all right?’

Mother laughed. ‘You think after a blag like this we want anyone pottering about the shires with a truckful of stolen cash?’

Fred frowned.

‘Did what you always do with valuables you want looking after. Gave it to a lawyer to keep in their safe. Last place the cozos can get into. Now, how are the lads?’

‘Playing cards.’

‘Drinking?’

Fred wasn’t sure how much more they’d had whilst he dozed. ‘A bit.’

‘Not that it makes a difference. Be over in a flash.’

‘Yes.’

Mother hopped down the steps, wrapped a reassuring arm round Fred’s shoulders. In his other hand was a knife. Fred recognised it as a bayonet, the same kind he’d had for his Enfield during the war, but with the blade cut down substantially and ground to a new point.

Unimaginably sharp.

‘Figured you’d be more comfortable with something you’d used before.’

‘I was a butcher.’

‘And as such you did a lovely cut. Boning and slicing with no little dexterity, I grant you. But butchers don’t stab. Their knives aren’t suitable for the dirty work. The hand can slip past the heel of the blade when met with resistance. Slice it open. This here is the right tool for the job. A tool with only one purpose.’

Fred took the knife, thumbed its quillons.

‘Look, I don’t—’

‘You know what has to happen. Why it has to happen.’

Sleeves neatly rolled up to his elbows, Mother flexed his forearms, deep burn scars running up both.

Summer of 1948, the Battle of London Airport.

What should have been the biggest robbery in history.

Mother and eight men armed with bars and bats ready to lift half a million in cash, bullion and valuables, and a man inside the airport who was supposed to drug the other guards but lost his bottle and told the police, two dozen of them waiting in the shadows. Bedlam ensued. All said and done, sixteen cops and robbers were hospitalised, and seven villains went down for a total of seven decades’ hard labour between them. Mother only escaped by spending the night face-down in a ditch and then clinging to the bottom of a police van, arms melting from the scorching metal.

Nobody would be allowed to lose their bottle this time.

‘Think of what you could do with your share,’ Mother said. ‘For your family. For your boy. How he’ll look at you.’ His hand squeezed the back of Fred’s neck. ‘You need not believe in Him in order to be His instrument, Alfred. The wages of sin and virtue alike is death, and every man is the unsalvable son of the Christ.’

Fred didn’t know about any of that, but he carefully slipped the blade into the belt loops at his back.

‘When the time arrives, you only have to worry about one of them. Mother’ll take care of the rest.’

He strode the three flights up to the top floor and crashed into the room like a music hall star, Fred breathlessly hurrying along behind.

‘The fearsome wielder of the cosh,’ he said, pumping the tooth-sucker’s hand.

‘He yelled.’

‘But not for long, you saw to that. Fine work. Fine work.’

Clapping arms and squeezing shoulders, he had cups in everyone’s hands and filled them to the brim with such zeal that nobody could refuse.

‘Now, lads, before we get down to brass tacks – and you’ll be glad to hear the score went very well, even better than expected – there are a few precautionary measures to take care of. You have the bag with the overalls and what not?’

Gwillim held it aloft.

‘Good. Good. Right, follow me.’

Downstairs, he led them into the room behind the shop, which was tiled out floor-to-ceiling, with regular drainage holes in the ground. Hooked chains, from which meat had once hung, dangled down along one wall. A suitcase lay on the floor.

‘Chaps, I require your togs.’

They stared at him.

‘Any and all garments worn during the committal of this morning’s good works should be disposed of, gentlemen.’

‘Everything?’ Tibbs said.

‘Starko.’ Mother patted his pocket. ‘There’s a century waiting for each of you, and new threads in the suitcase. Can’t vouch for them, in fairness, but they’ll get you home without scaring the neighbours. And then who among us won’t be able to deck ourselves out with Jermyn Street and Savile Row clobber in the future?’

They looked at each other, reluctant.

‘What am I saying? Still in work duds myself, which will also need dealing with.’

Shrugging off his jacket, he unbuttoned his shirt, and by the time his unbuckled trousers pooled around his ankles, the others were stripping down too.

‘No trinkets in the pockets,’ he said, hands on hips and naked as the day he was born.

None of them had brought anything, but they went through the pantomime of checking all the same. When Fred stood up, Mother looked pointedly at him.

‘Sure you haven’t forgotten anything there, Fred?’

‘No . . . Oh.’

Kneeling, Fred drew the bayonet from the belt loops of his discarded trousers, sliding his fingers into the grip. Pleadingly, he looked up, but Mother’s face was fast as stone.

He gave the nod.

Four sacks set against the wall.

In pieces, the men seemed more than the sum of themselves.

Mother and Fred hosed down the room and each other and Fred stowed the butchering blades back in the suitcase.

‘That’s it, then.’

‘Not quite.’

Fred glanced up from where he knelt by the case. In his shock, he couldn’t have formed words even if any had come to mind. Could barely draw air.

Axe in one hand and cleaver in the other, Mother bore down on him.

Fred couldn’t believe he was being betrayed like that. They had a plan and it was working. Mother surely had the wrong end of the stick, it must be a mistake.

Hadn’t they dismembered bodies together?
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