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What’s a jemmy compared with a share certificate?

What’s breaking into a bank compared with founding one?

Bertolt Brecht, The Threepenny Opera




1

The White-Hot Poker

‘You know the song, don’t you? “There’s no business like show business”.’ Harry gets the Ethel Merman intonation just right as he heats up a poker in the gas burner.

‘“Like no business.”’

Turning the iron slowly, sheathing it in blue flame.

‘You know?’

I nod with enough emphasis to cause the chair I’m tied to to edge a little across the room. This only brings me closer to Harry. The gas roars softly. Blue flame looking cold. Poker looking hot. Glowing now, already brighter than the fire that feeds it. Getting red hot, white hot.

‘Well what if there was a business like show business. Like show business. You know?’

Nod nod edge edge.

‘There is, Terry. There is.’

I can feel the heat of it on my cheek now as he points it at my face. I feel sick.

‘You know what it is, don’t you?’ Harry asks in a hoarse whisper. ‘It’s what I do.’

‘Harry,’ I croak.

‘Shh,’ he insists. ‘You’ll have a chance to talk. Don’t worry. You’ll want to tell me the whole story. But first the show. I’m going to show you something.’ My brain is throbbing with terror. I’ve got to think. Work out how all of this happened. Put it all together and find a way out. Think. Remember.

Johnny Remember Me.

The Casbah Lounge. Pine panelling, tattily upholstered benches around the walls, a fish tank embedded in the central partition. Sipping bitter black espresso. Boys sitting or standing around in groups clattering transparent glass cups and saucers. Looking. Checking out who was in the place. Checking out who other people in their group were checking out. And checking out who was being checked. Dull eyes twitching, slightly glassy from speed and coffee and cigarettes.

‘Johnny Remember Me’ wailing mournfully from the jukebox. Last year’s hit still haunting. Strange girl’s voice calling out of the echo-chamber wilderness.

My first year in London. I had to start somewhere. A crummy bedsit in Westbourne Grove. Working as a messenger in an advertising firm. I’d escaped suburbia, that was the main thing. I found places that I could go. A handful of theatrical pubs and seedy coffee bars. The Casbah Lounge was one of them.

A group of Earl’s Court queens there with cheap polari sophistication. Vada this, vada that. Casual bitchiness judging anybody’s fleeting object of affection.

Then he came in. Thick set in a dark suit and tightly knotted tie. Looking out of place amidst all the loud clothes the young homos were sporting. Standing out sombre and heavy among the bright shirts and hipster slacks from Vince or Lord John. He looked around the coffee bar, negotiating all the signals, all the brief flashes of eye contact with a weary frown as if his imposing presence was a burden. He looked clumsy and awkward, intimidated for all his toughness. All the looks, the staring. In places he was more used to, spielers, drinking clubs, heavy boozers like the Blind Beggar or the Grave Maurice that level of eyeballing would have seemed an affront, a prelude to combat. Here, he had to get used to the fierce looks and learn a new way of staring. He had to come off guard in order to make contact.

He had dark, oil-slicked hair, a battered face that made him look older than he was. An extra tuft of hair joined his eyebrows so they furrowed in a single line. You couldn’t say he was pretty. Handsome, in a brutal sort of a way. Impressive. Something about him I found rather attractive. Something dangerous. The style he had in the way he held himself, holding himself up against any embarrassment. The way he looked. Like he meant it. It inspired some arch glances amongst the queens. Get her, someone murmured.

As I looked over he caught my stare. His face tightened and drew back a touch. I smiled and his frown narrowed for a second then opened up. A lopsided grin brought out the crease of a scar in his right cheek, then thinned out to a sad smile as he continued to scan the room.

His gaze moved into a more professional line of vision and a flurry of communication flashed from one face to another. Trade, another voice muttered coldly. Johnny Remember Me, howled the jukebox. Someone coughed significantly and went over. As I watched the casual intensity of the negotiations the man seemed to look over at me. I turned away thinking not so much that it was rude to stare but that it was bad for business. I didn’t want to interfere. So I looked at the fishtank. Huge carp mouthed silently. A stream of silvery bubbles trailed to the surface.

Someone nudged me. The queen had returned, a faint smile on his lips. He nodded petulantly at me

‘He wants you dear.’

The poker throbs with heat and light. Harry blows on it and a few tiny sparks fly off and quickly die in the cold air of the lock-up. He plunges it back into the brazier.

‘You stupid fucker,’ he says. ‘Thought you could have me over, didn’t you?’

I start to say something. Harry slaps me hard across the face.

‘Shh,’ he hisses at me again. ‘I know, I know, you want to explain it all. But I ain’t interested in some story you’ll come up with. I want the truth. The whole truth. And by the time I’ve finished with you by Christ I’ll get it.’

Harry comes up close to me. My head is twisted to one side from the slap, one cheek still sore from the blow. He grabs my jaw and forces me to look directly into his stare.

‘You’ve been a naughty boy, Terry,’ he whispers into my face. ‘We need to teach you a lesson.’

Breaking a person’s will, that’s what it was all about. He’d explained it to me once. Harry didn’t like to do business with anybody that he couldn’t tie to a chair. He liked to break people. Sometimes it was a warning, sometimes punishment. Always to make one thing very clear. That he was the guvnor. That’s what all the violence was for. That was the point of it. That was the one gruesome detail that was missed out in the trial. All the press reports, the TORTURE GANG BOSS headlines. All the lurid stories to tease the punters. The beatings, the pliers, the black box for giving electric shocks. They all missed the point. He liked to break people.

‘But how can you tell?’ I’d asked him back then. ‘Don’t people just fake it?’

And Harry had laughed. A little spasm of knowledge.

‘Oh, you can tell,’ he had assured me softly. ‘They become like children. Crying and that. Calling for their mummies.’

The Casbah Lounge. That’s where it all began. I walked across the floor, nodded at the man and we went out together into the night air. He had a big black Daimler parked outside. A driver awaiting instructions. He held the door open for me. I felt flash. And completely reckless.

I’d never done it for money before, never even thought about renting it. I was a nice boy from the suburbs, passed the eleven plus and everything. But I’d always been drawn to trouble. Ended up getting expelled from Technical High School. I left home, left a semi-detached life for the longed-for city. I craved some sort of excitement. I think carrying around the secret that I was a homo had something to do with it as well. That part of me didn’t really exist until I moved down to London.

We got into the back of the motor together. The man nodded to his driver. As we pulled away I felt a sudden surge of trepidation in my stomach but I tried to ignore it.

‘Harry,’ he whispered as introduction, taking my hand in his.

‘Terry,’ I responded.

‘Hello, Terry,’ he breathed huskily, stroking my leg.

I remember us pulling up somewhere off Sloane Square. Harry had an expensive flat in Chelsea. He poured us both a large brandy and showed me his photograph collection. Harry with Johnnie Ray, with Ruby Ryder, Tom Driberg MP, Sonny Liston. Pictures of him looking stern faced next to film stars, singers, boxers, the great and the good.

Then we had sex. He fucked me up against a full-length mirror. My breath misted the glass but I could make out his reflected face clenched in need as he came into me. Afterwards we had a smoke and he spoke softly. His voice lost some of its gruffness and took on a high-pitched almost child-like tone.

‘You’re a nice-looking kid,’ he whispered.

‘Thanks.’

‘I ain’t very pretty am I?’

He touched his battered face sadly.

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ I replied, not quite knowing what to say.

He drew a finger across his brow.

‘And me eyebrows join. I look like a bloody werewolf. You know what my Aunt May told me? What it means if your eyebrows join?’

I shrugged.

‘It means you’re born to hang.’

The next morning he saw me off, casually handing me a five-pound note. He said he’d like to see me again. He was a businessman, he claimed, and a club owner. He invited me to a party at his club, The Stardust in Soho.

‘What do you think I’m going to do with this?’ Harry asks, waving the poker in front of me. ‘Eh?’

I squirm about a bit against the ropes that tie me. Tony Stavrakakis stands behind me. It was him that had secured me to the chair. The big Greek rests a heavy hand on my shoulder to stop me from moving about too much and to concentrate on what was going on. Harry fiddles with the brazier thing. I don’t want to think about it. I don’t want to think at all. I want to break down and blubber uncontrollably. To give in and give up the truth that Harry would insist upon. I want to break. But Harry’s right. You can’t fake a thing like that.

‘Show business is in my blood, Terry. Did I ever tell you about my grandad? Billy Sheen. The Canning Town Cannonball they called him. Champion bare-knuckle fighter he was. But he wasn’t just a fighter, he was a showman as well. Had a strong singing voice and did a strongman act in the music halls. He could leap out of a barrel, break a stack of house bricks with his bare hands. But you know what the climax of his act was? Licking a white hot poker. Yeah, that’s right. Has to be white-hot mind. Just red hot and it’d shrivel your tongue off and no mistake. He learnt it off this big black fellah doing it before a crowd on Mile End Waste. And he taught it me.’

Harry laughs and moves the poker in the flame again.

‘You watch this carefully now,’ he insists

He brings the metal to the tip of the flame, its hottest point. At the same time he moves his lips and tongue, making spit in his mouth.

‘Have to make sure your gob’s good and wet too. Hard to do if you’re scared. Nothing like fear to make your mouth dry. Nah, you have to make sure your mouth’s good and wet and the poker’s white hot. Then you can’t go wrong.’

He chews and sucks, moving his tongue to the front of his mouth as he watches the poker glow. Tiny bubbles of sputum dribble at the corner of his mouth and his tongue darts out to draw them back in again.

‘You watch carefully now.’

The Stardust. Harry was out front, flanked by two huge doormen, greeting people. He grabbed my hand with both of his. Gave me a wink as I passed through into the club.

‘Glad you could come, Terry. Get yourself a drink, I’ll see you later.’

The Stardust. Not exactly my scene. Mostly an older crowd, overdressed and out of style. Heinz and The Wild Boys were performing that night. I went to the bar and ordered a rum and Coke. A modernist kid to the left of me in a two-piece tonic mohair. Three-buttoned single-breasted jacket, narrow lapels, flap pockets, from Harry Fenton’s no doubt. He wore his hair en brosse, in a french crew. He nodded at me. I felt shabby standing next to him. I want some of that, I thought to myself. Something more than that.

Bleached-blond Heinz was dragging his backing band through a medley of Eddie Cochran songs.

‘Pretty, ain’t he?’ said the mod kid.

‘Yeah,’ I shrugged. ‘I guess.’

‘Shame about the voice. Still, Joe Meek’s so in love with him he’s convinced he’s going to be big.’

He nodded at a tall quiffed man sitting at the main table watching the performance intensely. Joe Meek, record producer, famous for his ice-rink-in-space electric organ sound. He’d had a big hit with ‘Telstar’ by The Tornadoes.

‘Joe should stick to instrumentals,’ muttered the modernist as the blond singer crooned ‘C’mon Everybody’ slightly off key. ‘So should Heinz for that matter.’

Harry had come into the club with his entourage. He beckoned me over with a jerk of his head.

‘Come over and join us,’ he said and led me to a large table.

The party was an assortment of celebrities. Along with Joe Meek there was a boxer or two, someone from television and Ruby Ryder the film actress. Equally famous and with their own brand of glamour were the people pointed out with names like Alibi Albert and Jack the Hat. ‘Faces’, Harry referred to them as. And as it turned out that was what Harry was. A face. Mad Harry, I was slightly disconcerted to learn, was his also known as. Every so often a flashbulb would go whoosh and the main group would go into a fixed expression for a second. Showbiz eyes and teeth. Underworld jaws and suits.

I was introduced to Joe Meek. Being the official young person present, he was keen for my opinion on Heinz. I hesitated.

‘Love the peroxide riah,’ I declared with genuine conviction.

‘It’s great ain’t it?’ Joe had a high-pitched west country accent. ‘Got the idea from Village of the Damned. You know, those spooky kids from outer space.’

He was as tall and thick set as Harry but his movements had a kind of jerky thinness to them. He had big farmboy hands that fluttered at you. I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I didn’t think Heinz was going to work. The dyed hair, the shiny jacket with silver piping. Wonderfully camp. Woefully out of date. Something new was happening. The Beat Boom, people were calling it. Rock and Roll, well, that was for the die-hard leather crowd and Heinz certainly didn’t impress them. Apparently in Birmingham a gang of rockers had chucked tins of beans at him. Rhythm and Blues, that was what everyone was talking about. Something new was happening but Heinz definitely wasn’t it.

Heinz finished to polite applause. He came over to the table grinning awkwardly. Joe fussed around him for a while and then chatted, wide-eyed manic, to Harry. Pupils like sharpened pencil leads. Pilled on amphetamine, no doubt about it. Blocked, we called it. They talked business. Management. Heinz sat between them and they furtively eyed him like confection as they talked. Harry was drawn to Tin Pan Alley, a way of breaking into legitimate show business. Maybe thinking of becoming the next Larry Parnes or Brian Epstein. And why not? He was a homosexual Jewish wide boy just like them. But maybe a bit too wide. Not quite smooth enough. Harry would never look right in a camel-hair coat somehow. He was too much of a performer to be a successful impresario. You could never see him in the background. Too conspicuous, too much of an act himself. In fact all the faces seemed to have more confident a turn than any of the showbiz lot. The gangsters were the real stars at The Stardust.

I got drunk. I wasn’t used to boozing. I staggered into the gents, splashed some cold water in my face and dried it on the towel machine. Jack the Hat was handing over a huge bag of pills to the modernist child.

‘Fancy a doob, mate?’ he called over to me.

I rejoined the party with a purple heart melting on my tongue. Around the table stories were being offered up. Showbiz secrets and behind the scenes gossip swapped for tales of fixed fights and doped dogs. Frauds and rackets and heavier jobs were alluded to as all the tricks of the trade seemed open for discussion. Like conjurers taking apart an illusion confident that their public was elsewhere. The audience, the punters. The mugs.

One of the villain’s women got up and gave us a song to much encouragement. She had a clear sad voice. You could see that she had been pretty once but now looked a bit washed out. As she sang ‘Cry Me A River’ without accompaniment I wondered what kind of a life it would be being the woman of one of these hard-faced men.

When she’d finished there was applause and banging on the tables. Everyone was far gone by now. Music started up and Jack the Hat got up and danced on the table. I could hear Joe Meek next to me bawling about the record industry in the mod kid’s ear over the noise.

‘They’re trying to steal my sound! The rotten pigs! I’m still the bloody guvnor!’

Jack the Hat was starting to strip off and two of the boxers tried to gently coax him down off the table. Harry came up and put his arm around me.

‘Enjoying yourself?’

I nodded. Actually I was. It wasn’t a trendy scene but there was something altogether furtive and exciting about The Stardust. It reminded of that bit in Pinocchio where all the bad boys bunk off school and go to Playland where they don’t have to do any work and can just fuck about all day. As a child I’d always longed for that sort of cheap utopia. When the funfair came to our local common every year, I’d be drawn to the cheap thrills of the waltzer and the dodgems. I spent as much time simply gazing at the gypsy lads as they casually hopped amidst the spinning machinery, collecting fares. Showing off. Danger and glamour. Greased-back pompadours and muscled arms marked with tattoos and stained with engine oil. I’d always fancied the rough boys who ran the fairground rides. The Stardust scene seemed a version of the playland I’d dreamt of as a child and I wanted to be a part of it. I’d conveniently forgotten that, in the story, all the lazy boys are turned into donkeys in the end. I should have been warned.

Anyway, the speed had sobered me up. Given me confidence. When the party was over and people began to stagger out of the club, Harry asked me to go back with him and I said yes.

At the door a bloke in a heavy overcoat came across and muttered something in Harry’s ear. They whispered gruffly to each other in the doorway.

‘All right, I’ll deal with it. Terry,’ Harry said, turning to me, ‘Jimmy will drive you to my flat. Wait there for me. I won’t be long.’

He nodded to a sandy-haired man who was waiting outside. I recognised him as Harry’s driver from the night we met at The Casbah. Harry said a few words to him, turned and winked at me and then went off into the night.

From the back of the Daimler I saw Jimmy’s eyes slotted in the rear-view mirror.

‘All right son?’ he asked with a little nod of the head.

There was a weary edge to his voice.

‘Yeah,’ I replied. ‘I guess.’

Jimmy unlocked the door of the flat and held the door open for me. He wrinkled his nose in an obliging sneer.

‘Make yourself at home,’ he said. ‘Harry might be a while.’

Then he was gone and I was alone in Harry’s flat.

I poured myself a large brandy and looked through Harry’s record collection. Judy Garland, Dorothy Squires, some opera and Winston Churchill’s Wartime Speeches. On the coffee table was A History of Western Philosophy by Bertrand Russell and a well-thumbed edition of Physique Pictorial. I collapsed into the leather-buttoned chesterfield and flicked through the magazine. The speed had begun to wear off and I started to feel drowsy from the brandy. A second glass sorted me out and I fell into a light sleep on the sofa.

I woke up with a start to find Harry standing over me still in his overcoat. He prodded me gently with his foot.

‘All right?’ he whispered.

He had a slightly crazed look about him. His face twitched with the strange distracted playfulness that a cat displays when it’s just killed a mouse.

‘Where have you been?’ I asked rubbing my face awake.

‘Shh,’ Harry ordered with a finger in front of his mouth. ‘Never you mind.’

I sat up and he grinned at me.

‘Come on,’ he said softly, taking my arm and leading me into the bedroom.

When I next woke up it was eleven o’clock.

‘Shit,’ I said sitting up in the bed.

‘What’s the matter?’ asked Harry blearily.

‘I’m late for work.’

‘Fuck them.’

‘I should phone in sick or something.’

‘Nah. What you want to work for them for? Phone them up and tell them to stuff their job.’

I laughed.

‘You could work for me,’ Harry suggested.

‘Oh yeah? Doing what?’

Harry grinned slyly.

‘You could make yourself useful round here. Look after the place for me. Look after me a bit and all.’

Harry pulled me back under the covers and nestled up close to me.

‘What do you say?’ he asked, with a big sloppy grin.

‘All right,’ I said.

And that’s how it happened. I chucked in my job. Harry looked after me. I became kept.

He bought me things. We went shopping for clothes. Harry disapproved of Carnaby Street. ‘Too cheap, too lairy,’ he insisted. Instead he took me to Blades in Dover Street. There Rupert Lycett Green combined bespoke tailoring with the latest tight silhouette style and colourful cloth. He paid for me to have a couple of suits made up there. And a Pierre Cardin off the peg from Dougie Millings in Great Pulteney Street.

Harry’s taste was more conservative. He had his suits made at Kilgour, French & Stanbury in Savile Row. Charcoal-grey wool or dark-blue chalkstripe. But I persuaded him to go for a two piece. Waistcoats were out and the watch chain he sometimes wore looked far too old fashioned. And we got the tailor to taper his cut a little so that he looked slightly taller and less thick set than he actually was.

We bought hand-made shirts from Jermyn Street. Turnbull & Asser, Harvie & Hudson. Ties from Mr Fish in Clifford Street.

I was spoiled rotten. I got to know about haute couture. And that wardrobe was an essential part of the way that Harry operated. Being so well dressed was the cutting edge of intimidation. A sort of decorative violence in itself.

And I got to meet the main faces on his firm. Jimmy Murphy, who had driven me to Harry’s flat. Tony Stravrakakis who was generally known as Tony the Greek or Bubble, and Jock McCluskey, a huge Glaswegian. Also Manny Gould, Manny the Money, a little bloke with round glasses who dealt with accounts such as they were. There were many other minor faces he could call upon to go in plenty handed when needed. But generally Harry liked to keep things small and tight. The fewer people he had to trust or pay off the better.

Harry’s queerness seemed to be something that the firm accepted. Not that they had much choice. He’d often berate them with his opinion that hanging around with women made you soft. My status was less secure. But, of course, I was a threat to nobody. At that time I simply belonged to Harry as far as they were concerned. I suppose, for the most part, they treated me as they treated the many women who were connected to members of the firm. I got the impression that Jimmy Murphy didn’t exactly approve of me, though. Nothing was said directly just the occasional glance or comment.

Anyway I was on the firm in a more or less unofficial capacity. Sometimes called upon to deliver messages and packages or to find out information. Other times when Harry was calling on someone I’d go in ahead to let them know that he was on his way. Smooth the way as it were. Harry disliked awkwardness or anything ‘unnecessary’. Like a true gentleman he was never rude or brutal by mistake. I knew that Harry had other boys who did similar things and more but I had to live with that.

I even had my own little racket for a while. Joe Meek was paying Harry to help get his singles into the charts. It was simple enough. There were about sixty or so chart-return listed shops in London whose sales the Hit Parade was based on. You could buy a hundred copies to get it into the charts, buy a few more the following week to push it up a bit more, then get on to the deejays to say it’s in the charts and give them a backhander so they’d give it airplay. I was put on to the job, being the firm’s official young person. The only problem was some shops, if you bought, say, ten, they wouldn’t mark it down because it looked like an obvious fix. It was then that I’d persuade them what was good for business. I’d learnt how to put on the casually threatening manner from Harry though I often took Big Jock McCluskey with me for good measure. Also, every other record company was up to the same thing so we’d try and target other record fixers, muscle in on them, even get them to buy Joe’s records instead of the ones they were supposed to be fixing. It was a minor league racket, for sure, but I have to say I got a real kick out of throwing my own weight about for once. I could see the attraction in leaning on people, the aura of power that it gave you. It was a thrill, something almost sexual about it. Once, I vada this kid in a listening booth as I’m walking out of a record store on Shaftesbury Avenue. He’s gaping at me through the glass and it’s obvious he thinks that I’m a bit tasty like. So I give him a wink and wait for him outside the shop. I act all tough and he loves it. We end up back at his flat in Bloomsbury. It was the first time I’d had sex with someone my own age in weeks.

I’d take all the records back to Joe’s recording studio on the Holloway Road and he’d hand over a wad of cash. I’d get a percentage and the rest would go to Harry. Sometimes I’d take a load of pills round as well. Amphetamines. Joe was mad for them.

But my main job was to be with Harry. For sex and for companionship. Harry liked to go out to smart restaurants, to the racetrack, to the opera even. There were so many flash places that I went with him where we were treated with almost grovelling respect. So many people who hid their fear by looking pleased to see him.

Then there were nights at his club, parties at his flat where boys were served like canapes to his queer friends in high places. More often than not descending into a clumsy orgy. Harry would never get involved himself. He enjoyed the organising side of it. Manipulating things.

There was an attractiveness that went with the fierceness. He drew people to him. He had a sort of threatening charisma that made you want to be close to him, an aura that you could feel safe within. A bit like those fish that swim right up close to sharks, you felt protected being in his slipstream. I remember him saying that, in a fight, the best first move is always to go in close rather than back away. If you give space to your opponent, he’ll have room to take a proper swing at you. ‘Always be near to them but make sure they’re far away from you.’ It was advice that I took to heart.

There were things that I kept from him. I kept the bedsit in Westbourne Grove without telling him. If the worst comes to the worst, I thought, at least he doesn’t know where I live. And, of course, our backgrounds were very different. He used to joke that I’d ‘been to clever school’. I’d left all my safe suburban upbringing behind me. I didn’t really keep in touch with my parents, for obvious reasons. But this baffled Harry. ‘Your poor old mum,’ he’d berate me. ‘I bet she worries about you.’

I remember once him taking me to a Boys’ Club in the East End that he patronised. It was for a boxing tournament that he had donated the trophy for. He was sort of a guest of honour. I tried not to wince as I watched wiry adolescents with huge upholstered fists clumsily batter away at each other.

Harry chuckled darkly when he noticed my unease.

‘Bet you never been in a real fight, have you Terry?’ he goaded.

And he was right. I was soft. A hundred playground humiliations played back in my mind. Sissy. Poof.

After the final bout Harry went back to congratulate the scrawny little lad who had won.

‘Well done, Tommy,’ he said, ruffling the blond curls of the young fighter.

Tommy blinked, still half dazed from combat and slightly shy of Harry’s obvious affection. His grey-blue eyes looked far older than my own. I felt awkward standing in this makeshift dressing room that stank of youthful sweat and stale liniment. Something I couldn’t ever really understand or be part of.

But I loved the image of it all. Harry’s masculinity. Being fancied by such a tough and dangerous man. The danger of it. It seemed so real compared to my privet-hedged experience of life. There was something sexy about it. Though the sex itself was really quite gentle. I know in some of the trial reports they made him out to be some sort of sadist but I don’t think he was really into that. That was just business.

But then there was the waiting. I never really knew what he was up to. A lot of his work was done at night. I was expected to be there for him at all hours at his flat. Sometimes he’d never turn up. He’d be away somewhere or simply staying over at his mother’s house in Hoxton. There would be no explanations. I was expected to understand this part of Harry’s life and yet be completely ignorant of it at the same time.

One night he and Jimmy Murphy came to the flat at four in the morning covered in blood. They looked wild eyed

‘What the fuck’s happened?’ I cried.

‘Nothing,’ replied Harry. ‘Nothing’s happened. Help us get out of our clothes.’

‘What?’

‘You heard me. Undress us. We mustn’t touch anything in the flat.’

I reached out a hand to unbutton Harry’s jacket and touched a clot of blood and tissue. I recoiled.

‘What have you done Harry?’ I gasped.

Harry lost his patience and slapped both sides of his hand against both sides of my face. I fell onto the hallway floor. I touched my cheek and a smear of blood came away on my fingertips. Somebody else’s blood.

‘Do what you’re told and don’t ask any stupid questions,’ Harry ordered softly.

I looked up at Harry glowering down at me and Jimmy Murphy with a faint smirk on his lips.

‘Look at that.’

Harry pointed with the toecap of his boot. At first I thought that he was going to kick me and I started to curl up. Then I saw where he was pointing with his foot. There was a mark on the hallway floor where I’d put my hand out as I’d fallen and smeared the blood and stuff from Harry’s coat onto the polished tiles.

‘Look,’ he said. ‘Fucking forensic all over the floor. Get up,’ Harry ordered. ‘Go and get a bowl of water and clean this mess up.’

I picked myself up off the floor. This was the first time Harry had laid a finger on me. And he’d done it without losing his temper, that’s what was really chilling about it. How calm he could be with violence. Up until then I hadn’t really thought about the real nastiness of what Harry did. The ugliness behind all of his charm. What lurked behind the scene in all of his rackets. I kept my head down and sloped off to the kitchen.

‘And put some Savlon in it,’ Harry called after me. ‘I don’t want fucking germs all over the flat.’

‘Watch.’

Harry stands with his legs slightly apart. One foot slightly in front of the other. Back foot slightly turned out. His weight is on his back foot, his centre of gravity lowered as if squaring up to something. Like a boxer. Or a showman.

He heats up the poker once more then brings it out of the brazier in an arc. Displaying it. Bringing it slowly down in front of his face like a fire-eater or sword swallower.

His eyes are wide and bright. Tiny images of the glowing metal burn in each one. His tongue, wide and drooling, unfurls to his chin. He looks demonic.

He holds this mask of expression as he brings the poker up close. His face reddened with heat and concentration. Cords of sinew stand out in his neck. Veins bulging out on his forehead. Then he licks it. Drawing it down slowly and tossing back his head. There’s a short sizzle. Like a drop of water in hot fat. Shh. A nimbus of saliva vapour disperses above his head as a drop of sweat goes cold on my neck.

Tony Stavrakakis gives a slow heavy laugh of appreciation, slapping me absently on the shoulder. Harry breaks his showman poise and sighs.

‘See? Nothing to it.’

He puts the poker back into the flame and wipes his mouth with the back of a hand.

‘Right then,’ he says, looking over at me with a grin. ‘Now it’s your turn.’

Then came Harry’s black moods. His evil brooding moods. It was Jimmy who warned me the first time. He knew the signs. The signs that Harry was ‘going into one’ as the firm phrased it. A slow but sure descent into half madness. The Mad Harry nickname didn’t simply refer to his gameness, his readiness to have a go whatever the odds, although it was a convenient reputation for obtaining money by extortion. There was more to it than that. Turns out Harry was certified insane in a prison hospital psychiatric wing when he was doing time in the fifties. Diagnosed manic depressive. The manic side could often be expressed in violence and action. Sometimes he’d flare up and throw stuff about the flat. Sometimes he’d lash out at me. But I think he found ways of channelling that side of his nature. Putting the frighteners on people and that. It was what he was good at.

But the depressive side hit him really badly. He would sit brooding, filled with all kinds of horrors. Morbid thoughts. He would listen to his opera records. His eyes wet and bulging as divas shrieked their arias of distress. Then he’d get out his LP of Churchill’s wartime speeches and play them over and over. He seemed soothed by the gloomy voice offering nothing but blood, toil, tears and sweat.

The anti-depressants helped. But they also made him drowsy and a bit puffy about the eyes and face which of course he hated. And he had this Harley Street shrink that he saw. Thing was, Harry was paranoid that anyone outside the firm might find out about his mental illness. A sign of weakness to his enemies, I suppose, but also he did have a terror that he might get committed and locked up in a mental home. So no one was to know. He couldn’t go to this doctor’s place in case anybody saw him and the doctor couldn’t come around to the flat for the same reason. So the doctor was picked up in the Daimler and Jimmy Murphy drove around the West End as Harry and this shrink had a consultation in the back of the limo.

The paranoia got more and more intense. Harry was liable to lash out at anyone or anything. As word got around the firm that the boss had ‘gone into one’ they generally stayed away. It was left to Manny the Money to bring over the takings of all the various businesses and rackets in a huge suitcase. They went through it together, arranging different piles of money all over the bed. Once I saw Harry grab the little man by the throat, convinced that some of his money was missing.

‘Where is it, you little fucker?’ Harry hissed as he asphyxiated Manny.

Somehow Manny managed a shake of the head and his habitual shrug. When Harry finally released him he merely straightened his tie, pushed his glasses back onto the bridge of his nose and began counting out the takings again. He knew that the best way to respond to Harry’s outbursts was to not respond at all. Just wait for it to come to an end. And indeed this was the best way to deal with him. Just to wait for him to calm down and hope that you lived that long.

I was the closest person to him during this time. Long brooding silences would be punctuated by his morbid reflections. Doping himself with brandy and handfuls of anti-depressants he’d talk of violence, boastful confessions of how he’d hurt people. Awful stories. It was then that he’d told me that he liked to control people by breaking them physically and mentally. It made me sick to the stomach to hear him talk like that. When I complained that he gloated over causing pain he took a knife and drew it slowly and deliberately across the back of his hand. He cut himself quite deeply and I had to get a crooked doctor that the firm used to come over and sew up the wound.

Once he held a loaded revolver to my head.

‘When I go, you’re coming too,’ he said softly as he cocked the hammer.

I closed my eyes and counted in my head, trying not to move at all until I felt air on the spot made by the pressure of the barrel. I opened my eyes. Harry had wandered off into the bathroom. I traced around the little circular dent in my temple.

And yet, despite all the delirium, this was the time that I really got to know Harry. He was vulnerable, not a big tough guy any more. For once his guard came down and a frightened little child peeped out at me. He was ill and needed looking after. I’d never felt that kind of responsibility to another human being before. And no matter how difficult it was I couldn’t help feeling emotionally protective towards him. It was a practical sort of affection. I cared for him because, quite literally. I cared for him. I didn’t really have a choice about it and so sensitive feelings that hadn’t really occurred in our relationship before just sort of happened. He needed to be held, to be reassured. A soothing voice to calm him. There. There. There.

And then, quite suddenly, he came out of it. He started doing exercise to get rid of the fat he’d put on during his illness. We went down to The Stardust for the first time in weeks. The firm started having proper meetings again and Harry got involved in all his big plans once more. He was back to his old self and he treated me. He brought me clothes and took me out. It was as if to compensate for how he’d been in the last few weeks though the period of depression was never mentioned directly. He talked of getting away for a while. Of going on holiday to Greece or Morocco. Everything seemed happy once again. But I found it hard to adjust to his recovery. His illness had seemed more real than anything else. I resented the cheeriness that people greeted him with, as if nothing had happened. And, I suppose, I started to resent Harry too.

One day a smartly dressed woman came to the flat. She was a shoplifter, a ‘hoister’ as Harry would put it. Harry didn’t usually fence but this woman stole to order. She specialised in thieving haute couture from the fashion houses of Knightbridge and Bond Street. She had Harry’s mother’s measurements so she could lïft whole outfits for him to spoil his dear old mum with. It was worth all the effort, not just for the money Harry paid but also for the protection he could offer should she ever need it.

‘Ooh!’ Harry cooed as this hoister woman held up a silk blouse by Tricosa. ‘That’s lovely!’

I suppressed a giggle. Harry could be quite camp at times but it was best not to draw his attention to it unless you were sure that he was in a good mood. As it happened he was. The woman had brought over a whole bundle of stuff and Harry thought that now was as good a time as any to go and visit Mother. He handed me the clothes and the keys of his brand-new Jaguar Mark II and I went out and put them carefully on the back seat as he paid the woman off. When I came back up to the flat Harry was getting ready to go. He called me into the bathroom.

‘Why don’t you come with me?’ he said, looking at me through the mirror.

I shrugged. It wasn’t something he’d ever suggested before. And I suppose it was then that I got to thinking, not without a certain amount of dread, that Harry was beginning to see me as a permanent fixture. Part of his life that he could take home to Mum.

We drove out east. Past the Angel and up the City Road to Shoreditch and Hoxton. Harry nodded moodily at the familiar scenery and pointed out a weed-covered bombsite. There was a council sign posted on it: Temporary Open Space.

‘That’s where our house was. Where I was born.’

He sighed.

‘Bombed to fuck.’

Mrs Starks was an immaculately dressed wiry little woman. She was taking tea with Harry’s Aunt May in the front room of her terraced house when we arrived. She made a fuss over Harry as soon as we were in the door. He got out all of the hoister’s ill-gotten wares and there was a shrill fuss made over the clothes as they were laid out on the sofa not least by Harry himself.

‘He spoils me, he does, May,’ said Harry’s mother.

‘He’s a naughty boy,’ replied Aunt May coming over and stroking his forehead. ‘Born to hang, that’s what he is.’

‘Hello dear,’ his mother said to me warmly as we were introduced.

I wondered what she knew.

‘I’ll put the kettle on, make a fresh pot,’ I suggested wanting to appear useful.

‘What a nice boy,’ I heard her comment as I went into the kitchen with the tea things.

While I was in the kitchen a middle-aged man shuffled in.

‘He’s here then,’ he muttered.

He was swarthy looking with greying curly hair. He wore a collarless shirt with braces. A copy of The Morning Star was under one arm.

‘I’m the old man,’ he announced. ‘Don’t suppose he’s mentioned me.’

And it was true, Harry had never talked of his father. He’d often spoken of his mother without any paternal reference. I’d somehow assumed that he was dead or permanently absent.

‘There’s some biscuits by the breadbin,’ came Harry’s voice from the doorway. ‘Hello Dad,’ he added flatly, noticing his father.

‘Son.’

They nodded at each other cautiously.

‘How’s business?’ inquired Starks the elder.

‘Oh,’ Harry shrugged. ‘You know.’

‘Yeah, I know,’ he turned to me and shrugged. ‘Still, it’s a shame my only son turned out a gonnif.’

‘I make a good living. You and Mum see enough of it.’

Harry’s father grunted and turned his head to me again.

‘He was a bright kid. Could have got an education, done something with his life.’

‘Well maybe if you had been around a bit things might have been different. You were on the run half the time.’

‘Yeah, but that was on principle. The Party was against the war so I had to avoid the call up.’

‘The Party was against the war up until 1941. We didn’t see you till VJ Day.’

‘I was a pacifist. I wasn’t going to fight in no capitalist war.’

‘Yeah, but you ran a capitalist spieler, didn’t you?’

‘I suppose you blame me for your criminal tendencies.’

‘No Dad. Fact is we all learned to run rackets in the war. The black market, everyone was in on it, one way or another.’

Now Harry turned to me.

‘I was the youngest spiv on Shoreditch High Street,’ he said proudly, then turned back to his father. ‘Just lay off with all that principled pony.’

‘Yeah, well, you can come back here with all your bourgeois trappings, just don’t forget where you’re from.’

‘Well, Dad,’ replied Harry, wearily, ‘I don’t suppose you’ll ever let me. Now come in through and have a nice cup of tea and we can pretend at being happy families for a while, eh?’

‘Mum liked you,’ said Harry as we drove back west.

The words chilled me. There was a cold feeling right down in my guts. I realised then that I had to get out, that I would have to leave him. I’d never really thought about how long me and Harry would last but I certainly didn’t fancy myself as part of the family. Perhaps I was scared of the prospect of going through his madness again.

But fear prevented me from coming up with any properly thought-out way of leaving. It would have been stupid to confront him. I didn’t rate my chances in a showdown with Harry. So I resorted to guerrilla tactics. I could niggle him, wind him up, it wasn’t difficult. I somehow figured that if I got up his nose enough he would tire of me altogether.

I would undermine him. Harry hadn’t managed to lose all the weight he’d put on during his depression. All the booze and lack of exercise had taken its toll. And the anti-depressants. As he sighed at himself in the mirror I would hold back from reassuring him that he didn’t look so bad.

I started to affect an indifference to the sex that we had together. I got into the habit of sneaking out into the bathroom and wanking off before spending the night with him just to make sure that my boredom seemed genuine. Then I’d deliberately go through the motions in a way that reduced it to just a functional level. Robbed of any illusions it became an empty pleasure for Harry. And I knew that that was not what he wanted. Nobody does, let’s face it.

And I stopped keeping the flat in the kind of order that Harry insisted upon. He hated mess and so I just let the housework go until it became too much for him.

‘Look at this fucking place!’ he finally exploded at me. ‘It’s a fucking dump!’

I let him stomp about the flat a bit, picking up clothes and papers that had been strewn about the drawing room.

‘Well?’ he demanded.

‘Well what?’ I replied a bit cockily.

‘Well, are you going to tidy this pit up?’

I shrugged and let out a long sigh and started to collect up some of the debris in a listless way. And he snapped. He came over and clouted me across the ear and I went down on the carpet.

‘Behave yourself !’ he bellowed.

I acted all hurt, which wasn’t difficult with a thick ear.

‘You can’t treat me like this,’ I sobbed. ‘I’m not your bloody slave.’

I looked up at him from the floor as he seethed above me. I had to be careful. I wanted to goad him enough into saying something reckless but not so much so he’d kick the shit out of me.

‘It’s not fair, Harry,’ I whined at him.

He stared down his nose at me, nostrils wide with anger like a double-barrel shotgun.

‘Well if you don’t like it, you can piss off,’ he declared and with that I got up off the floor and walked to the door.

‘Terry!’ he called after me. ‘Come back here!’

But I was gone. I didn’t look back once. That was it, I thought, finish.

So I went back to the bedsit in Westbourne Grove. I’d never officially given it up nor told Harry where it was. He’d never asked. To be honest I didn’t expect that I’d be able to get back into it. I hadn’t paid rent in nearly three months and my landlord wasn’t known for his leniency. Tenants in arrears were likely enough to be called upon by his heavies and a couple of alsatians for good measure. I was surprised to find that my key still fitted the lock and my possessions, meagre as they were, hadn’t been tampered with. Two dingy, damp rooms in a run-down Victorian terrace. Its squalor reminded me of the luxury I had briefly been familiar with. I put a shilling in the meter and tried to make myself at home. The unaired rooms smelt of cat’s piss and sour milk but it was my own place, at least for the time being, and Harry didn’t know where I lived. Or so I thought.

I’d scarcely taken anything with me when I’d walked out of Harry’s. Just the clothes I was wearing, a Rolex watch he’d bought me and a bit of spending money that I had in my wallet. And I had no work to go to. Thoughts of the leisurely life that I’d almost got used to hung around in my head, mocking me. I’d have to get some kind of dreary job again. I’d go back to being the sort of person that villains would ridicule whilst they preyed upon them. A mug.

And I couldn’t understand why the landlord hadn’t sent anyone around about the rent. Stories I’d heard from other tenants about his rent collectors were far from reassuring. He wasn’t likely to have merely forgotten one of his godforsaken slum dwellers. He was the type that got rich from counting every penny. Waiting around to be knocked about and thrown out in the street started to drive me crazy. I figured that I had nothing to lose by meeting my fate head on.

I pawned the watch Harry had given me and sold my Dansette gramophone player to a junk shop on Golborne Road. A few weeks’ rent and some bluffing might hold some sway. I’d learnt from Harry that a direct approach with as much front as possible could often get results.

The estate agent’s office was in Shepherd’s Bush. The clerk on the lettings desk ran his finger down a ledger and frowned up at me.

‘There’s no rent owing on that address,’ he informed me.

‘What do you mean?’

He smiled coldly at me.

‘You have an arrangement with Mr Rachman.’

This threw me. I’d been all geared up to plead my case. Sudden relief, then sudden uneasiness. I got flustered.

‘What do you mean, arrangement?’ I demanded.

The clerk turned the ledger around so that I could read along the row that he had his finger on. There was my name, the address, and RENT FREE written in red ink across the payment columns.

Just then Rachman himself came out of his office in the back. One of his heavies loomed behind him. Rachman was short, fat and bald. He looked over at the desk sourly.

‘Is there a problem here?’ he hissed in a thick Polish accent.

The clerk pointed at the ledger and Rachman walked up and leaned over. The heavy stayed where he was but stared at me morosely.

‘Hm,’ mused the Pole looking to where the clerk’s grubby finger now smudged the page. ‘No problem at all.’

Rachman smiled at me with dead eyes.

‘You see, many of my properties I let without financial remuneration. To my friends, you understand. And friends of friends. Mr Starks has proved to be a very useful friend to have. Don’t you agree? You will give him my best regards when you see him next, won’t you?’

I grinned and nodded at Rachman and got out of the estate agents as soon as possible. It was midday. I went into the first pub I came across and tried to drink away some of the fear and paranoia. Had I been followed? Had he known for some time about the bedsit? Whatever. I’d underestimated the scope of Harry’s power and the booze didn’t calm me down any. They closed for the afternoon and I staggered back to Westbourne Grove. To where he knew I was.

Two days later, sure enough, a knock came on the door. It was Jimmy Murphy. He cocked his head towards the street.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘He’s in the motor.’

I got into the back of the Daimler. Harry scarcely acknowledged me and didn’t start to talk until we’d been moving along for a while.

‘You shouldn’t have walked out like that,’ he said softly. ‘It was out of order.’

‘I’m sorry.’

Harry shrugged.

‘Well maybe I was a bit out of order myself,’ he said.

We looked at each other properly. Harry gave a sad little smile and cupped my cheek with an open palm.

‘So are you going to come back and behave yourself?’

‘I don’t think that would be a good idea Harry.’

His hand dropped from my face and he sighed. He sat back and let his head rest against the leather of the seat, his face turned from mine, gazing out of the window.

‘I’m sorry Harry.’

He shrugged against the upholstery.

‘Yeah, well, that’s the way it goes I suppose.’

He turned to give me a little sneer.

‘You’re nothing special,’ he hissed.

He leant forward and told Jimmy to drive back to my place. We sat in silence as we went around a block. Then, when we were back on Westbourne Grove, he spoke again.

‘So, what, you working?’

‘No.’

Harry nodded thoughtfully.

‘You want a job?’ he asked.

‘What kind of job?’

‘One of my businesses. Needs an assistant manager. You’ve been to clever school, should be able to handle that. What do you say?’

‘What kind of business?’

‘Electrical goods. Wholesale, retail.’ Harry sniffed. ‘Legitimate.’

Dominion Electrical Goods occupied a warehouse on Commercial Road. I had to get the tube right across the city. Westbourne Park to Whitechapel on the Metropolitan Line. Manny the Money met me there and showed me around the office. Mr Pinker, the manager of Dominion Electrical, wasn’t in.

‘He’s off sick,’ little Manny muttered.

Manny went through my duties. It was simple. Signing delivery notes and filing invoices. Manny would come in from time to time to keep the books up to date but all the records needed to be kept in their proper box files. Now Manny wasn’t involved in Dominion in an official capacity. Turned out none of the firm was. This he made clear and that Jimmy Murphy would come in every so often to keep an eye on things.

Mr Pinker wasn’t in the next day. Or the day after that. It was just me and a couple of labourers who genially sat around playing cards until a lorry arrived and there were fridges to shift. There wasn’t much for me to do. It struck me that this was the sort of job I might have ended up doing if I’d stayed on at school. Except that, with Harry involved, there was bound to be some sort of angle.

Jimmy came around and we had a cup of tea in the office. He brought out a hip flask and gave us both a shot.

‘Everything all right?’ he asked.

I nodded.

‘No visits or phone calls?’

I shook my head.

‘Right,’ he said, getting up and draining his laced tea. ‘Keep up the good work. I’ll see you.’

And he left.

With time on my hands I started to think about what was really going on. I tried to work out what the angle was. Every aspect of a legitimate business seemed in order. We weren’t doing much trade, that was for sure, but there’s no law against that. I’d thought at first that the warehouse must be fencing for lorry hijacks. I’d heard gossip amongst the firm in the past of how they dealt in gear knocked off that way. The jump up, they called it. But deliveries at Dominion were nothing of the sort. All the paperwork seemed in order, invoices properly made out and everything. The only thing I could think of was that this was a legitimate business funded by dodgy money. That would make sense after all.

Harry came in with Jimmy at the end of the week. He looked around. He seemed happy enough with how things were going. He asked me how I was getting on.

‘Fine,’ I replied. ‘We haven’t done much trade, though.’

‘Yeah,’ said Harry vaguely. ‘We’ll have to do something about that. In the meantime keep it all kosher. Know what I mean? Anything else?’ he asked as he made for the door.

‘Just one thing,’ I said. ‘This Mr Pinker. He hasn’t been in at all.’

Harry grinned and looked over at Jimmy.

‘Well,’ he said. ‘If you do see him, let us know.’

And both him and Jimmy Murphy laughed.

That little shared joke got me thinking. Mr Pinker was the set up. The joke was on him. I guessed that he was some straight businessman that they were taking for a ride. That he was the mug. But that didn’t stop me, in the last couple of hours of Friday afternoon, from searching the office for more clues before I locked up for the weekend.

There didn’t seem to be anything of interest though. Minutes of an annual general meeting revealed that Sir Paul Chambers DSO was on the board as a non-executive director. A meticulous treasurer’s report obviously compiled by the diligent Manny Gould. Everything looked in order. Then, when I’d just about given up I found an envelope at the back of the bottom drawer of the filing cabinet. Central Registry of Births, Deaths and Marriages was stamped on it. I took it out and laid it on the desk. I fished inside and pulled out a long form. It was a birth certificate. James Nathaniel Pinker was written in the column headed Name, if any. Under when and where born was scrawled: Eleventh March 1929, 304 Fore St., Edmonton. It made no sense, except to confirm that my as yet invisible boss actually existed. I slipped my hand under the flap of the envelope again and came out with a similar form. Except that this was a death certificate. It too bore the name James Nathaniel Pinker. He’d died of meningitis on the Ninth of June 1929. All his paperwork was in order. Delivery note and final demand. The manager of Dominion Electrical Goods had only lived for three months.

I put the birth and death certificates back in the envelope, shoved it into the filing cabinet, locked up the warehouse and went back to Westbourne Grove. I spent the weekend getting drunk and trying not to think about Mr Pinker or Dominion Electrical Goods. I was getting a good wage, I had a rent-free flat, I knew that even thinking about what was really going on would only get me into trouble. So I tried to block it all out with booze. Two bottles of gin but I was still haunted by my boss the dead baby.

The next week reminders of unpaid invoices started to pile up. We continued to get deliveries. There was hardly space left in the warehouse to put all the stuff. Harry came in on the Wednesday.

‘Seen Jimmy?’ he demanded tersely as he strode into the office.

I shook my head.

‘Right,’ he went on, beckoning me out of the office. ‘I need to do a bit of shopping.’

He wandered about the crowded showroom. He pointed out a couple of fridges, a cooker and three television sets.

‘I’ll take all of them,’ he said, peeling some notes of a wad.

‘You’re going to pay for them?’ I asked.

‘Course I’m going to pay for them,’ he frowned at me. ‘And I want a proper receipt and all.’

I got the labourers to load up the stuff in the van. Harry gave the driver a list of addresses. He tapped one of the TVs and nodded at me.

‘Put this one in the back of the Daimler.’

I lugged it out to where the motor was parked. Tony Stavrakakis was leaning against it having a smoke. He helped me heave it into the boot. Harry came out and opened the back door of the limo. He looked over at me.

‘Come on,’ he said.

I got in the back beside him and Tony the Greek pulled away. There’s something soothing in the smooth motion of a limousine at cruising speed, something comforting about being driven around in a big powerful car. Harry always seemed most at ease in the back of a motor. It was an intimate space for him. He’d used it as a consulting room and no doubt a confessional as well. It was the place we’d first met and where we’d finally split up. I suddenly thought of all those times in between when we’d be all dressed up and chauffeured off somewhere flash.

Harry gave me a sideways look and patted me absently on the leg.

‘All right?’ he asked.

There were so many questions that I wanted to ask Harry but just then I didn’t want to say anything awkward. I didn’t want to spoil the moment. There were some things that I really missed about being with Harry. So I just smiled.

‘All right,’ I replied.

Our destination was Willow Nook Old People’s Home in Stepney. Harry went in and spoke with the matron then we carried the telly in through to the lounge. A few wrinkled inmates gaped at us with yellowed eyes. Perched on high-backed chairs that lined the room they looked like lizards sunning themselves.

‘Look at all these coffin dodgers,’ Harry muttered under his breath as we put the television in place.

A podgy, red-faced man came into the room and went around leaning over and smiling at the inmates.

‘Look at that silly cunt,’ Harry muttered again. ‘Shaking hands with all these half-croaked fuckers.’

‘Who’s he?’ I asked.

‘Benny White. Local councillor. Second-rate politician, thinks he’s fucking important. Still, he has his uses.’

‘Harold!’ the councillor declaimed across the room. ‘What a fine gesture. Local business putting something back into the community.’

Harry shrugged as Benny White rubbed his podgy hands together. A reporter and a photographer arrived ushered in by the matron. The councillor drew himself up in front of the gathering and gave a little speech.

‘Isn’t this lovely,’ he began. ‘Look at this, ladies and gentlemen, a magnificent new television set!’

There was a muted response. A bit of orchestrated groaning from the senile assembly. Harry beamed beside the TV set. The reporter who had been scribbling away in shorthand came over.

‘All right Joe?’ asked Harry. ‘Got all you need?’

‘Yeah, sure,’ he replied. ‘Just the photo.’

‘Course. Let’s get this over with. Benny!’ he called over.

The councillor came over and a few pictures were taken of them shaking hands over the television with the matron and one of the better-looking inmates in the foreground.

Driving back, Harry asked me how the business was going.

‘Everything’s fine,’ I lied.

Harry nodded thoughtfully.

‘There are a few things I’d like to know about, though,’ I ventured, thinking about my dead baby boss.

Harry touched my arm in a placating fashion.

‘Of course Terry,’ he assured me. ‘We’ll talk,’ he promised. ‘In the meantime, as I’ve said, keep everything kosher.’

They dropped me back off at the warehouse.

‘And when you see Jimmy,’ Harry said in parting, ‘tell him I want to see him.’

I read the story in next day’s East London Advertiser. A HELPING HAND was the headline with a photo of Harry, the TV set and the councillor. Benjamin White, councillor for Stepney East, launched his ‘Old Folk’s Appeal’ today and one of the first to make a donation with a gleaming new television set was local businessman – Harold Starks...

‘All right Terry?’

It was Jimmy Murphy. I held up the paper for him to look at and he nearly pissed himself laughing.

‘Charity,’ he said scathingly. ‘Yeah, Harry’s big on that. Good for public relations, he says.’

‘He’s looking for you, Jimmy,’ I informed him.

‘Yeah, yeah,’ he replied as he sat down on my desk.

‘So,’ he announced, pulling out a hip flask from his jacket pocket. ‘How’s it going?’

‘Well,’ I replied and pointed to the pile of invoices on my desk. ‘There’s all these unpaid bills, what am I supposed to do about them?’

Jimmy took a slug from his flask and sighed.

‘Don’t worry about them,’ he said and passed me the curved metal bottle. I took a swig myself.

‘So what am I supposed to do? Pay them?’

‘Mr Pinker will sort them out when he gets back.’

‘Mr Pinker?’

‘Yeah.’

‘When he gets back?’

‘Yeah,’ Jimmy took back the flask. ‘What’s the matter?’

‘Jimmy, I know about Mr Pinker.’

‘What you mean?’

‘I know he’s dead.’

Jimmy laughed lightly at me.

‘Oh yeah,’ he said casually. ‘That.’

There was a pause in which we both looked around the office.

‘Jimmy,’ I said. ‘What the fuck is going on?’

‘Don’t you know?’

‘No, of course I don’t know.’

‘You mean you haven’t been told?’

‘Haven’t been told what?’

‘What a long firm is.’

‘What?’ I implored.

‘A long firm,’ replied Jimmy, screwing the cap back down on his hip flask. He got up off the desk and made for the door.

‘Don’t worry,’ he said as he walked out. ‘You’ll find out soon enough.’

Harry holds the poker up in front of me.

‘You’ve seen how it’s done. Now you can have a go.’

I start to hyperventilate. As I shunt about in the chair its rubber feet squeal against the concrete floor.

‘Hold him down, Bubble,’ Harry whispers to Tony Stavrakakis and the big Greek puts both of his heavy hands on my shoulders.

‘The thing is, Terry,’ Harry goes on, ‘it’s a question of trust. You’ve got to trust me now so that we can do this right. And if you can trust me enough to do that, well, maybe I can trust you and all. It’s all a bit medieval, I suppose. Trial by Ordeal. You know, the punishment itself sorts out whether you’re guilty or not. If it goes wrong, well that’s proof of a sort. It would be a shame, but then, if you do lose your tongue—’

He smiles over at the big Greek.

‘Well, you won’t be able to grass, will you?’

The warehouse was becoming ridiculously crowded. There was scarcely any showroom space any more and walking through the building was like going through a maze the walls of which were cardboard boxes stacked high and filled with all kinds of electrical goods. One of these walls had nearly collapsed and I was helping the labourers to make it safe when Harry arrived team handed. Most of the firm was with him, Manny, Jimmy and Tony Stavrakakis. They looked around and muttered to each other a bit.

‘We’re having a board meeting,’ Harry announced. ‘We’ll be in the office.’

‘You want me to come up?’

‘Nah. Carry on with what you’re doing. We won’t be long.’

We restacked the boxes and I realised that with all the shifting around I’d lost track of a lot of the stock. I’d left the clipboard with the stock list on it in the office so I went upstairs to fetch it. I was about to rap on the frosted glass door when I realised that I could hear the firm talking. I carefully pressed my ear against the door jam and listened.

‘...so we’re all ready then?’ It was Harry’s voice. ‘We hit the floor next Wednesday.’

‘And the kid?’ came Tony’s Cypriot accent. ‘He doesn’t know nothing?’

‘That’s right,’ Harry replied. ‘And let’s keep it that way. Don’t want him worrying his pretty little head this stage in the game.’

‘What if he has to take the fall?’ asked Manny. ‘He won’t be any trouble to us, will he?’

I could barely hear Harry’s deep chuckle.

‘Nah,’ he said. ‘And we can make sure of that when the time comes. At the moment him knowing nothing is our best cover. So, let’s get going.’

I heard them all getting up to come out of the office so I tiptoed down the stairs as quickly and silently as possible.

‘Right,’ said Harry coming up to me. ‘We’re having a closing-down sale. Next Wednesday.’

He grinned at me.

‘Everything must go.’

Jimmy had the clipboard I had gone to fetch in his hand. He nodded at Harry.

‘Right,’ Harry continued. ‘We’ll be off now. Jimmy’s staying behind to do a stock check with you. Why don’t you come for a drink tonight?’ he asked, all full of affable charm. ‘At the club.’

Jimmy and me spent the afternoon going around the warehouse and ticking off stock. When we had finished on the fridges he glanced sideways at me.

‘So,’ he said. ‘You worked it out yet?’

‘What?’

‘What the scam is.’

I shrugged.

‘Are you going to tell me?’ I asked.

Jimmy smiled and took the hip flask from out of his jacket pocket. He unscrewed the metal bottle and took a shot. He gave a sharp sigh and smiled again.

‘Well that depends son,’ he said. ‘That depends. You see I’d be doing you a favour, see? I’d expect a favour in return. Know what I mean?’

‘I’m not sure.’

I felt myself being drawn into a dangerous game. I was already out of my depth but my curiosity was getting the better of me.

‘What do you mean, a favour?’

Jimmy handed me the flask and I took a swig. The whisky burned the back of my throat and I coughed. Jimmy tapped the clipboard.

‘What I mean is, we could be a bit clever with these figures. It could be worth our while.’

‘Well, I don’t know.’

‘Look, do you want to know what a long firm is or not?’

I hardly dared to say anything but my head nodded automatically. Jimmy took back the flask and screwed back the top on.

‘Right,’ said Jimmy, giving me a satisfied glare. ‘You owe me. Right?’

The scotch glowed in my empty sinking stomach. Jimmy started to explain it all.

‘A long firm’s a good racket. Simple, see? All it needs is a bit of capital and a legitimate front. You found out about Pinker, didn’t you?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Well he’s dead but his birth certificate is still valid. You see, they keep records of births and deaths in different files. That’s the beauty of it. So if you get hold of a birth certificate of someone who died when they were a kid, no one’s going to know from it that they’re really dead. There, you’ve got yourself a front man. You can get all the essential documents you need from a birth certificate. Driving licence, passport, bank account. With a bank account set up you can open a business account. Register a firm at Companies House. Bribe a few influential faces on to the board as non-executive directors. Rent a warehouse, get some tasty-looking stationery printed with all your friends in high places prominent on the letter heading. Deposit some cash into your business account, move it about a bit so it looks like you’re trading. And you are, at first. Buy in a load of gear wholesale, pay on the dot for the first delivery then work up a bit of credit. Delay payment on all the stuff that comes in after that until you’ve got a warehouse full. Then, bosh, hit the floor.’

‘Hit the floor?’

‘Grand slam. Everything must go. Cut rate, strictly for cash. Sell the whole lot off in a single day. Make a withdrawal from the business account the same day and then disappear. The whole operation’s been fronted by someone who died years ago so you can’t be traced. You can make ten grand, twenty grand, who knows?’

‘Right,’ I said, trying to take it all in.

‘Thing is Terry, nobody knows for sure how much the scam will bring. Everything moves so quickly when you hit the floor. You’re selling in quantity and for cash so there’s bound to be some leeway. Harry isn’t going to be anywhere near the warehouse on the big day. He can’t afford to be associated with this set up.’

‘Wait a minute.’

‘I know what you’re thinking. But it’s not like we’d be having him over in any big way. He won’t know, for fucksakes. A couple of grand. Three or four maybe.’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Listen, you reckon everything’s going to be all right if you just keep your head down. You’re scared of what Harry might do if he found out. Right? Well, yeah, you’ve got good reason to be. But what do you think you’re doing here in the first place?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, you walk out on Harry Starks, next thing you know he gives you a cushy little job like this. That was quite a liberty, you know, walking out like that. He was choked.’

It was embarrassing hearing this from Jimmy and I think he knew it. I couldn’t look at him.

‘Right choked he was,’ he went on. ‘You think he’d just let it pass? You think he’d just forget about it and give his old boyfriend a job just for old times’ sake? Hasn’t it ever occurred to you that you’ve been set up?’

‘What?’

‘Whose signatures are they on all those invoices and delivery notes? If this little racket is ever investigated, who’s the one person they can finger for it? You, that’s who. You’re the mug here, Terry, and no mistake.’

‘Harry wouldn’t.’

‘Harry wouldn’t what? Let you take the fall? Do me a favour. And what are you going to do about it? You ain’t going to grass him up, are you? He’ll make sure of that. He always does. It’s what he’s good at. And you aren’t going to grass me up to him neither. So it’s up to you son. I’m taking a piece of this scam and if you’re in, you can have your fair whack.’

‘And if I’m not?’

‘Then you keep fucking quiet about it.’

Jimmy brought his face up close to mine and hissed halitosis and whisky fumes at me.

‘Otherwise I’ll fucking do you, nancy boy!’

It seemed such a long time since I’d been to The Stardust that I was surprised that the doorman recognised me. He nodded me through with an expectant grin. As I went downstairs into the nightclub I felt none of the charm that I’d once associated with the place. It was just a tacky dive. I guess I’d grown old in the past few weeks.

I got myself a drink and looked out across the room. I clocked a few faces I vaguely remembered. Harry was at his usual table, holding court. He casually waved over at me. I drained my gin and tonic, straightened my tie and wandered across.

‘Terry,’ Harry announced amiably, indicating a chair opposite him. ‘Have a seat.’

There was a young man sitting next to him. He wore an expensive mohair suit and his blond hair was cut in a short college-boy style. Harry’s new boy, I assumed. My replacement. The new boy looked at me shiftily, trying to affect some sort of professional sneer. I gave him a fierce stare and he looked away. He was pretty enough, I thought, and convincing in his role of Harry’s kept boy. He looked to be doing a better job of it than I ever managed. He had a cheap haughtiness, an eagerness to be spoiled that I’m sure Harry fell for.

‘So, how’s it all going?’ Harry asked.

I glanced across the table. The new boy was looking disdainfully bored. I kind of hoped Harry would give him some spending money and send him away but maybe he was part of the night’s proceedings. A gesture to show me what had been between us was all passed. It certainly reminded me of how expendable I was. It was then that I resolved not to tell Harry anything. Maybe I felt some spite at him for casually showing off his new boyfriend as he was setting me up to take the fall for the long firm. But mostly I figured that, if Harry knew that I knew, things would be a lot more dangerous for me. It would mean telling him of how I’d snooped around behind his back. I decided that I’d go along with Jimmy’s plan. I deserved to get something out of all this, after all, given the risk I was taking. So I resolved to play dumb. Looking over at the new boy, I realised that that was another thing he was better at than me. I shrugged.

‘It’s all going fine, Harry,’ I lied.

‘So we’re all ready for the big day?’

I nodded.

‘Right. Well, as you know, I won’t be there on the day. I’ll be otherwise engaged. Remember, I’m not officially connected with Dominion Electrical Goods. I’m like a silent partner. Silent,’ he repeated, putting a finger to his lips. ‘You understand?’

‘Sure.’

‘Right, well Jimmy will be there but Manny will be coming around later to pick up the takings. Jimmy’s going to be organising security, can’t be too careful with all those takings. But it’s Manny that looks after the money. You clear about that?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Good. Don’t worry, it’ll all go fine. I’ll explain it all later. You’ll get a bonus and everything. OK?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Good. You’re a good kid.’

Harry leant over the table to give me a friendly pat on my cheek. I involuntarily flinched away from his heavy hand. The new boy watched and sniggered. Harry frowned.

‘Relax,’ he said. ‘Have another drink.’

I had plenty.

I spent the next few days getting the warehouse ready for the big sale. There were huge gaps in the stock check that me and Jimmy Murphy had done. I tried to cover them up amongst all the paperwork in the office hoping desperately that I could maintain my assumed ignorance of everything.

The last thing to do was to put up signs on the outside of the building. CLOSING DOWN SALE. LAST FEW DAYS. EVERYTHING MUST GO. I tacked them up on the shopfront with a sense of doom. They reminded me of those signs you see religious nutcases carrying about. You know, THE END IS NIGH, stuff like that.

The big day. I was as nervous as fuck. Jimmy arrived with a couple of heavies I’d never seen before. Freelancers. Harry wanted to keep any connection between him and the long firm to a minimum. But we needed some sort of muscle, just in case. The amount of money expected to change hands that day would be tempting for any outside team to heavy into. Jimmy gave me a wink, implicating me. I sighed heavily.

‘Don’t worry, son,’ he assured me. ‘It’ll soon be over.’

And things did move fast that day. After weeks of doing very little trade we were suddenly very busy. It wasn’t called a long firm for nothing. This sort of fraud required a lot of patience. A long wait and then a quick killing.

They came from all over town, our customers. Word must have gone out: a gravy train on Commercial Road. And it was well worth their while. They were getting goods at criminally low prices, it was like legalised fencing. And everyone got a receipt so no one could be accused of receiving stolen goods. Even though they were. Everything went dirt cheap but then we were getting a hundred per cent profit on everything we sold. Harry had a very pure sense of business.

They came in vans, lorries, high-sided pantechnicons. Even a flat-bed truck that we loaded up and tied down with a tarpaulin over it. And everyone got their receipt. As I signed them I was reminded that each one was evidence against me. That I had been set up by Harry. And so I could feel justified in being part of Jimmy’s scam. He would nod over at me at particular parts of the stock that we sold that he hadn’t included in the stock check and I would destroy our copies of the receipts for that sale.

I can scarcely remember any really clear details of the day we hit the floor. Everything happened so quickly, what with all the activity, but I think the time passed swiftly also because I dreaded the end of it.

When we were cleaned out I took all of the money into the office. I paid off the labourers, gave them a bonus that Harry had suggested. They went off happy, no doubt to the nearest pub. I envied them as I set to work sorting out piles of cash on the office floor. I’d never handled so much money in my life before or since. The smell of all those fingered notes was vaguely disgusting. Jimmy peeled off some notes for his freelance heavies and they were gone too. Just me and him. We put the money we planned to take for ourselves to one side and counted it up. It was nearly three thousand pounds. Jimmy scooped it up and shoved it into a holdall. He took out his hip flask, had a slug himself and then passed it to me.

‘We’ll divvy up that later,’ he said as I took a swig myself.

Manny arrived with a battered old suitcase, no doubt to carry the takings in to Harry. We counted through the takings together as Jimmy watched by the door. Manny was very systematic. He went through the original delivery notes to check all the stock that had been sold. He was completely in his element as we sorted through the piles of money. He seemed instinctively able to keep different columns of figures in his head as the day’s takings were calculated. I noticed a frown growing on that little round head of his as he realised that some of the cash was missing. He was implacable, starting the count from the very beginning again as he noticed some of those columns in his mind just didn’t add up. His formidable little head started to shake from side to side as deep down, on an almost unconscious level, it realised that something was wrong.

‘Is this all the money?’ he demanded, sniffing at the piles of notes on the floor.

‘Yes, of course,’ I replied, trying not to shake with the real fear that I felt.

‘Then we must count it all again,’ he insisted and got back down on his hands and knees.

I looked over at Jimmy who was feigning nonchalance. He shrugged back at me. Manny looked up, perhaps sensing something. His little eyes pierced through me. He stood up.

‘Look,’ he said. ‘Maybe there’s been some mistake. Something you’ve forgotten.’

He shrugged amicably.

‘It’s not too late,’ he said reassuringly. ‘Things move fast. Money gets lost in all the fast dealing of it. Just hand it over and there’ll be no more said.’

Manny was moving towards me with a soothing smile on his round little face. I backed away and as I did so saw Jimmy come up behind him. I tried to say something but my mouth was dry. It was like pantomime. Behind you. I saw Jimmy take a cosh from out of his jacket pocket.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Manny. ‘We can work this all out.’

I stuttered something unintelligible and then Jimmy whacked Manny with his cosh, putting that troubled little mind to rest.

It was like slow motion. Manny’s eyes rolled white in their sockets. He shrugged fatalistically then fell to the floor scattering piles of notes around the office.

Jimmy slapped the shot-filled leather cosh in the palm of his hand and looked down at Manny.

‘Fuck,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘Fuck, fuck, fuck.’

I was down on my knees checking on Manny and trying to extricate the notes trapped under his heavy little frame. I was worried that Jimmy might have killed him but the little man seemed indestructible. Semi-consciously gurgling something that sounded like Yiddish. Jimmy moved swiftly then, gathering up the money on the floor and stuffing it into his holdall.

‘What are you doing?’ I demanded.

‘Change of plan,’ he announced. ‘We’re going to take the lot. Do a runner.’

I looked up at him and frowned.

‘What?’

‘We’ve got no choice now. We can take the fucking lot and go.’

‘Go where?’

‘I don’t know. Over the water. Belfast. Dublin. There’s enough here to get us sorted.’

He caught my stare.

‘So, are you in?’

He looked down at me fiercely.

My hesitation was answer enough.

‘Well, you ain’t going to stop me are you?’

He’d finished collecting all the money. His cosh hanging out of his trouser pocket. He took it out.

‘Turn around,’ he said.

‘Jimmy, no,’ I replied but he poked me in the face with it so that I turned away and tensed up.

‘You’ll thank me for this,’ he said and whacked me on the side of the head.

The blow caught my temple and I went down, blacking out as I hit the floor. I woke up grabbing hold of a five-pound note that Jimmy had missed underneath the desk. I was only out for a couple of minutes. I heard the warehouse door slam downstairs as Jimmy made his getaway.

‘Fuck,’ I groaned and closed my eyes again, my head throbbing with pain and trying to think what to do.

There wasn’t much that I could do. I knew that I would have to face Harry about all this. I got up and felt the bruise on the side of my head. Jimmy was right of course, giving me a whack was doing me a favour in a way but I knew that it wouldn’t be nearly enough. I tried to think of what to say without giving too much away of my own guilt. It seemed pretty hopeless. Manny was still prone on the floor. He had got a much worse whack than I had. Jimmy had really taken a proper swing at him. So I sat him up against the desk and phoned Harry.

Harry answered and demanded to speak to Manny. I had to tell him that Manny was unable to come to the phone. There was a pause, then Harry said that he was coming over. His voice was cold and matter of fact. I was scared shitless.

He arrived with Tony Stavrakakis. He didn’t even look at me at first but went over to Manny and tried to talk to him. Manny was still slumped down against the desk, muttering incoherently. Harry crouched down and slapped the round head a while until he realised it was a waste of time.

‘Jimmy,’ he finally said, looking up at me.

‘He’s gone,’ I replied, rubbing my face, trying to make as much as I could of my own wound.

‘And the money?’ he demanded.

‘Gone,’ I said, mournfully.

Harry stretched his legs and stood upright. He nodded thoughtfully and looked over at Tony the Greek. He sighed and shook his head. He tutted, tongue against teeth. As if ticking off all of the bad things that had happened. All of the bad points. Tick, tick, tick.

‘Well, Terry,’ he said calmly, his voice soft as if to indicate disappointment rather than anger. ‘We need to have a little chat. Don’t we?’

Harry made some phone calls as I sat with my elbow on the desk cradling my dazed head. The doctor that the firm used came over to check on Manny. And Jock McCluskey arrived with a minor face I didn’t know the name of. He briefed them to go after Jimmy. They were both armed.

‘Right,’ said Harry as the doctor led a semi-conscious Manny out of the office. ‘Let’s get out of here.’

He cocked his head at me sharply.

‘You’re coming with us.’

I was made to get into the boot of the Daimler. By the time we arrived at our destination I was sick with fear and petrol fumes. It was a lock-up garage beneath the arch of a railway bridge. Harry unlocked a padlock and we went inside.

A light was flicked on. The bare bulb revealed an almost empty room. There was a table to one side with some bottles and old chip wrappers scattered on it. A brazier with a gas canister stood by the arched end wall. In the middle of the cavernous space was a wooden chair. It looked lonely, sat there all on its own. A few lengths of rope lay curled around its legs.

‘Take a seat,’ Harry insisted.

As I sat down he went over to the table and picked up a bottle of Johnny Walker.

‘Fancy a drink?’ he offered and I nodded.

He poured the scotch into a chipped mug and passed it to me. It was about half full. I drank it down in two or maybe three quick gulps. Harry then took the mug off me and nodded at Tony. The Greek started to tie me to the chair.

‘Right. Let’s get started.’ Harry bared his teeth at me in a grin. ‘Showtime.’

‘So, now it’s your turn, Terry,’ Harry says, heating up the poker again. ‘Trust me.’

He smiles at me playfully as if the whole thing is a childish dare.

‘Now, we want to get this right, don’t we? Don’t want to burn your tongue off. You’re going to need that later to tell us the whole story. Open wide. Give him a hand, Bubble.’

Tony pulls me head back by its hair. My jaw hangs open. Harry holds the poker over the flame until it’s white hot. Then he advances, pointing it at me.

Panic. A spasm of breathing. I’m panting like a dog. Can’t speak.

Please, Harry. Don’t Harry.

‘Come on. Stick your tongue out.’

I do as he says. My mouth feels so dry. He holds the poker in front of my nose. Heat and light press against my face. Harry gently draws it down. It slides against my tongue with a rasping hiss. A whisper of steam stings my eyes. I feel only the pressure of the luminous metal. No heat. But I’m sure that it’s searing into me, burning my tongue from out of my head. I black out for a second.

I come to suddenly. A numb, gaping mouth heaving out heavy sobs. My tongue is still there. I lick at my lips to make sure. Swooning with relief I feel a lovely warm feeling in my cock. I realise that I’m pissing myself. Through the tears, I see Harry nodding at me. There’s piss running down my legs.

‘There, there,’ he says, patting me on the shoulder. ‘That’s it. It’s all over now.’

I continue crying as Harry walks over and tosses the poker back into the brazier and turns off the gas. Then comes back over to me. Tony’s let go of my hair and Harry strokes it back into place using his splayed fingers as a comb.

‘It’s all right,’ he says, softly. ‘You can tell us all about it.’

And I do. I tell him everything. I try to tell him everything at once but he gets me to start at the beginning, occasionally stopping me and asking questions. And it all comes out. All of it. The whole truth.

Tony unties me and Harry pours me another drink. This time the scotch burns against my swollen tongue. I cough most of it out down my front.

‘I’ll tell you what happens now,’ Harry says, reading my mind. ‘You can go now. We’re quits. You don’t talk to anybody about anything. You’ve had a taste of what will happen if you do.’

And that was it. I never saw Harry again, though years later, what with the trial and that, he became quite famous, or rather, infamous. As I left he peeled off a few notes at me. About fifty quid. As if to remind me that I owed him. I got a taxi back home. Next day I got a rash of tiny white blisters all over my tongue. Made it difficult for me to talk. Not that I had any inclination to.
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