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‘If God had abandoned this unlucky town, he had surely not abandoned the whole world that was beneath the skies?’

Ivo Andric, The Bridge Over The Drina


PROLOGUE

Barbarians at the Gate

The thin oak stake was about nine feet long, blunt at one end, pointed at the other. The shaft was coated in something oily. Beside it on the grassy ground there were ropes, blocks and a mallet.

The paunchy naked man looked at these things, his eyes bulging. There was tape across his mouth. His hands were taped together behind his back. He was shivering uncontrollably, his flesh wobbling. The four men jerked him to the ground and lay him on his belly. He screamed through the gag.

They tied ropes to his ankles, then two of them pulled on the ropes to spread his legs.

The tallest of the two remaining men laid the stake between the naked man’s legs, the sharp end pointing into his body. The other knelt and rummaged between the legs with a knife. He turned his head away when the man fouled himself but continued to poke and cut with the tip of the blade.

The naked man jerked and squealed through the gag. As he spasmed, the men holding the ropes pulled them taut so he could only buck. His bound arms shook.

The tall man picked up the mallet and touched the blunt end of the stake. The man with the knife raised the pointed end of the stake and pushed it between the spread legs. The naked man shuddered.

The man with the mallet hit the blunt end of the stake. Three times. The naked man convulsed and started to hit his forehead against the earth. The man kneeling between his legs pressed with his fingers on his shaking back, checking the progress of the stake through the body. Satisfied, he signalled for the tall man to continue.

The naked man made strange mewling sounds as the next three blows thrust the stake deeper into him. Something frothy and bilious jetted from his nose. The man with the mallet paused but the kneeling man indicated he should continue. After a further three blows the kneeling man picked up the knife and leaned over the juddering body. The skin above the naked man’s right shoulder was stretched and swollen. He cut into the swelling with his knife, lengthways and crossways. Blood gushed out.

The knife man crouched over the shoulder as the point of the stake emerged in three short jerks. When the tip was level with the naked man’s right ear the knife man held up his hand. The man with the mallet laid it on the grass and came up beside the man he had skewered.

The skewered man’s arms were twitching but otherwise he was unmoving. He was bleeding heavily from his shoulder and rectum. The two men holding the ropes flipped his rigid body over. They bound the legs to the stake.

The man’s eyelids were fluttering, his face engorged. Green slime bubbled in his nostrils. The tall man bent over and tore the tape from his face. The skewered man’s lips were drawn back from his teeth in an agonized snarl. He breathed in jagged wet puffs.

All four men lifted him. They carried him a few yards to a crude frame and lowered the blunt base of the stake into a pre-prepared hole. As he was lifted to meet the frame, his whole weight bore down on the stake. His body slowly dropped, and with a strange sucking noise the tip of the stake slid level with the top of his head. His chest rose and fell in impossibly rapid jerks.

Two men held the body steady whilst the other two busied themselves with securing the stake to the frame. When they had finished they stood back and observed their handiwork. The man’s head lolled, his eyes rolled. He was whimpering when they left him there.


PART ONE

The Sixties


ONE

Johnny, Remember Me

1963

The axe shattered the window, sending shards of glass cascading to the carriage floor. The big man wielding it thrust his masked head and shoulders through the opening and clambered into the railway carriage. The five postal workers heaping mailbags in front of the door recoiled as he waved the axe in their faces. Behind them the mailbags tumbled as the door gave and six more men, wearing boiler suits and woollen balaclavas, pushed into the carriage. They carried pickaxe handles and coshes.

The masked men rained blows on the five sorters, hitting them across their shoulders and on the elbows, shouting at them to lie on the floor. The mailmen did as they were ordered. It was only five minutes earlier that they had heard someone outside the carriage yell: ‘They’re bolting the door – get the guns.’

‘Don’t fucking look at us,’ a masked man bellowed, kicking one of the postal workers in the ribs. ‘Keep your fucking head down.’

Even so, each of the men lying on the floor stole looks at the masked men as they went about their business. Whilst two of the masked men stood guard with pickaxe handles, two more stacked the mailbags together. Three others handed them down on to the railway line. The smell of sweat was keen in the air.

There were 128 bags in the carriage. Half an hour later, when the man with the axe looked at his watch, all but seven had been offloaded.

‘That’s it,’ he shouted, ‘let’s move.’ He saw one of the masked men glance at the remaining bags. ‘Leave them.’

He remained in the carriage whilst the others dropped down on to the track. A few moments later the train driver and his fireman were dragged into the carriage, handcuffed together. The train driver’s head was bleeding heavily. They were dropped to the floor beside the mailmen.

Another big man loomed over them.

‘We’re leaving someone behind,’ he said, his voice a hiss. ‘Don’t move for thirty minutes or it’ll be the worse for you.’

Then the masked men were gone, taking with them £2.6 million in unmarked bills. It was an hour before dawn, Thursday, 8 August, 1963.

On Sunday, 11 August, John Hathaway was sitting at the breakfast table reading about what the press were calling the Great Train Robbery in his father’s News of the World when the doorbell rang.

The banks had admitted that the used £5, £1 and ten shilling notes stolen from the Glasgow to London night mailtrain were mostly untraceable. One bank had admitted that its money was not insured so it would have to suffer the loss itself.

The police were claiming they had significant leads but they always said that. Although the newspaper was indignant that the train driver, Jack Mills, had been badly injured when he resisted the robbers, it was clear they admired the audaciousness of the crime.

So did Hathaway. From what he had read, the robbery had been planned and executed with military precision. The train had been stopped on a lonely stretch of track at Sears Crossing in Buckinghamshire, at a fake signal. It had been robbed within a strict time limit. And the robbers had disappeared into the night with no word of them since.

It reminded him of a film he’d seen a couple of years earlier – The League of Gentlemen – when Jack Hawkins and a band of ex-soldiers had committed the perfect bank robbery.

‘Except they got caught,’ he said to himself as he opened the front door. He flushed crimson.

‘Did your father say I’d be popping round?’ the woman standing on the step said.

‘He said someone would, with some money, yes, Barbara,’ Hathaway stammered. He stood aside so that Barbara, who worked in one of his father’s offices, could come into the house. She looked back and he gestured vaguely down the hall, then watched as she walked, hips swaying, ahead of him. He could smell her perfume.

His heart was thumping. Barbara, some ten years older than Hathaway, looked like a softer version of Cathy Gale in the Avengers and was his main object of unattainable desire. Whenever he went to his father’s office he tried not to ogle her, at least when she might notice.

She stopped by the breakfast table and put a big brown envelope on it.

‘Now don’t spend it all at once,’ she said, without turning. She was looking down at the newspaper.

‘My paper is saying that the mastermind is somebody in Brighton,’ she said. ‘A miser who lives alone in one room and works with infinite care and patience to come up with criminal plans that he takes to a master criminal well known in the Harrow Road area of London.’

She turned and laughed.

‘Such nonsense,’ she said. She glanced from his burning face to the front of his trousers and then around the room. ‘Have you heard from your parents yet?’

Hathaway’s parents had gone on a touring holiday in the Morris Oxford down through France and into Spain. They were going for three weeks, possibly longer. ‘Let’s see how it goes,’ his father had said. His mother was calling it a second honeymoon.

Hathaway shook his head.

‘They only went yesterday.’

‘Away for your birthday – that’s a shame.’ She took a step towards him. ‘How old will you be tomorrow?’

‘Seventeen,’ Hathaway said, trying to focus on her face rather than her cleavage.

‘Seventeen and this house all to yourself. I expect you’ll be having a party. Probably more than one.’ She took another step. ‘I hope you’re going to behave.’

Hathaway shrugged, feeling his face burn even more, thrown by the look in her eyes. It was both nervous and calculating. He saw her glance down at the front of his trousers again.

‘I’m not much for parties.’

‘What about birthday presents?’ she said, only a yard or so from him now. Her perfume enveloped him. ‘You must like them.’

‘Who doesn’t?’ he said. His throat was dry. She was so close he could smell her soft breath. She reached up and touched the corner of his mouth with a crimson fingernail.

‘Would you like an early one?’

When The Avalons finished their set to desultory applause the landlord came over, a sour look on his face.

‘Didn’t think much of the audience,’ Hathaway said as the landlord handed him a well-stuffed envelope. ‘Didn’t get in the spirit of it at all.’

The landlord looked at him but didn’t respond. Instead he said: ‘Hope your dad’s having a good holiday.’

‘From what I hear,’ Hathaway said, slipping the envelope into his jacket pocket. He was nattily dressed in a dark suit with narrow lapels and trousers, white shirt and slim black tie. The other three in the group – Dan, Bill and Charlie – were dressed in the same way and all had their hair Brylcreemed back.

‘Same time next week, then,’ Hathaway said.

The landlord gave a faint smile.

‘Looking forward to it,’ he said.

Once they’d loaded the gear into the back of Charlie’s van, they went across the road to another pub, ordered halves and Hathaway divided out the money between the band members.

‘He’s a miserable sod that landlord,’ Hathaway said.

‘It must be something in the beer,’ Dan, the lead singer, said. ‘Everybody in the place looked like they were at a wake.’

‘Well, it is a Sunday and they were all ancient,’ Hathaway said. ‘Not one of them under thirty.’

‘What did that woman think she was doing asking if we could do any Frank Ifield?’ Dan said. ‘Do I look like I can yodel?’

‘Well,’ Hathaway said. ‘In those trousers...’

‘Bugger off,’ Dan said, taking a swipe at him. ‘Now if she’d meant yodelling in the canyon...’

‘Hark at him,’ Charlie, the drummer, said. He was a couple of years older than the others. He had his comb out, peeling his thick lick of greased hair straight back into a high pompadour.

‘Good gig, though,’ he said. ‘And you almost got the intro right on “Wonderful Land” tonight, Johnny.’

‘I’m getting there,’ Hathaway said. He watched Charlie patting his hair into place. The drummer saw him watching.

‘Learn from the master,’ he said.

Charlie Laker had been a Teddy boy since he was about thirteen. When not in his stage gear, he lived in a drape jacket and brothel creepers, and thought Duane Eddy was God and Gene Vincent sat at his right hand. He was a car mechanic but he rode a motorbike. The van was his father’s. Charlie gave Hathaway grief about the Vespa he scooted around on.

‘I’m thinking we might need to change our look,’ Hathaway said. ‘All these mop-tops in the charts.’

‘I am not having a bloody mop-top,’ Charlie said vehemently. ‘Those Liverpool queers can do what they like.’

‘It’s catching on,’ Hathaway said, and Dan and Bill, the rhythm guitarist, nodded.

‘Having girl’s hair or being a fairy?’ Charlie said. They all laughed.

‘We should be learning some of their songs, though,’ Bill said. ‘I’ve got that new Billy J. Kramer and the new Gerry and the Pacemakers. I can figure out the chords.’

Three out of four in the group could read music, but the simplest way to keep the act up-to-date was not to wait for the sheet music – which could be a long time coming – but to figure out the chords from listening to the singles again and again. That sometimes meant the lyrics weren’t exactly accurate.

‘Just something to think about,’ Hathaway said, standing.

‘Where are you off to?’ Dan said. ‘It’s your round.’

‘Got someone coming round the house,’ Hathaway said.

‘Oh hello,’ Dan said. ‘Whilst the cats are away. Want us to come back, help you with the cheese?’

‘I can manage, thanks.’

‘Who is she?’ Charlie said. ‘Do we know her?’

‘Not that fat girl who lives at the end of your street?’ Dan said.

‘Bugger off,’ Hathaway said. ‘See you Friday.’

‘Make sure you wear a johnny, Johnny,’ Dan called after him. ‘And for God’s sake don’t let her get on top of you or you’re done for.’

Hathaway ignored the calls as he went out into the street and climbed on his scooter. Barbara’s car was already in the drive when he got back to the house.

On Monday evening there were radio reports that the police had found the farmhouse where the Great Train Robbers had holed up. It was splashed all over Tuesday morning’s papers. Leatherslade farmhouse, somewhere in Oxfordshire. On Friday two men called Roger Cordrey and Bill Boal were arrested. Hathaway recognized Cordrey’s name. His dad knew him. He ran a flower shop in town.

That evening The Avalons were playing in a new pub on the edge of Hove. Hathaway had time to watch the new pop show, Ready Steady Go, and ogle its short-skirted presenter, Cathy McGowan, before he went off on his Vespa. He liked the theme tune, ‘5-4-3-2-1’.

The evening started well but quickly went downhill thanks to the six Teddy boys who were out for trouble. Even before they were three rounds of Newcastle Brown in, they’d been catcalling and jeering. They were sitting to the right of the stage, pinched faces, big rings on their fingers that would cut as they punched.

They’d been OK at first but then The Avalons always started with Gene Vincent and Roy Orbison. It was when they moved on to some of the Liverpool Sound songs that the Teds got uppity.

The pub was only half full. Hathaway looked over at the landlord but he was deep in conversation with someone sitting at the bar.

The first coins were thrown at Hathaway part-way through the group’s second Shadows’ cover, ‘Apache’.

‘Get yourself some guitar lessons,’ the biggest of the Teds called, and the others cackled.

The first bottle of Newcastle Brown hit Dan in the chest a few moments later. When the second hit Charlie’s bass drum, he was out from behind his kit and jumping off the shallow stage before any of the Teds had got to their feet.

As Charlie ploughed into them, Hathaway looked at Dan and Bill and pulled his Fender Stratocaster over his head.

‘Bugger,’ he said, laying the guitar carefully down.

Hathaway had been in his share of scraps. His father had taught him the rudiments of boxing but he’d taken up judo when he was fourteen and moved up the grades pretty quickly.

The Ted who’d thrown the coins was out of his seat and heading straight for Hathaway. Hathaway knew exactly what to do. He was going to grab the man by his velvet lapels, nut him, then do a backward roll, plant his feet in his stomach and use his opponent’s weight to send him over his shoulders on to the floor behind him.

That was the theory. But when he grabbed the Ted’s lapels he felt something slice into his fingers. He let go and saw the blood a moment before the Ted nutted him. He managed to turn his head to avoid getting a broken nose but the man’s hard forehead hit him with a loud crack against his cheekbone and eye socket.

Dazed, Hathaway could do nothing as the man followed it up with a kick to the shin that indicated there was some kind of steel toecap inside his suede brothel creepers. The man grabbed Hathaway’s own lapels, pulled him towards him and nutted him again. This time the nose went. Hathaway keeled over.

Charlie had gone under in a welter of flailing fists and feet. Dan and Bill, neither of them scrappers, hadn’t even really got started. The smallest of the Teds had hit Dan on the side of the head with a bottle that, thankfully, didn’t smash. Bill had slumped to the floor after a kick between the legs.

They could do nothing as five of the Teddy boys wrecked their gear. The sixth, the smallest, stood over Hathaway. He was unbuttoning his fly when the big one pulled him away. He leaned over Hathaway, who was trying to breath through his mouth as blood poured down his throat.

‘Listen, Hank Marvin,’ he said. ‘If your dad ever comes home again, tell him this pub ain’t his anymore.’

Then the six teddy boys sauntered out of the room.

‘What did he mean about the pub not being your dad’s any more?’ Bill said, as the four of them sat in the emergency room of the hospital.

Hathaway shrugged, holding a wadded cloth to his nose. His fingers stung. In his eagerness to use his judo move he’d forgotten that Teddy boys habitually sewed razor blades behind their jacket lapels so that nobody could grab them to nut them.

‘Something to do with the one-armed bandits?’ he said, his voice thick.

One of his dad’s various businesses was leasing one-armed bandits to pubs and clubs along the south coast. He had his own machines in his amusement arcade on the end of the West Pier.

‘I borrowed the money off my dad for that drum kit,’ Charlie said. ‘He’ll go mental.’

‘I don’t even want to think what the Strat cost my dad,’ Hathaway said.

Two nurses came over. They looked disapproving.

‘We’ll see you all together,’ one of them said. ‘And afterwards a policeman will want a word.’

Two hours later, Hathaway was home. His hands were bandaged and his nose had been reset. He had a lump like a goose egg on his shin and he felt about a hundred. He wanted to telephone Barbara but he didn’t know her number. He didn’t really know her home circumstances. He thought she might be married but he hadn’t liked to ask – he didn’t want to spoil what was going on. He’d noticed a faint white mark on her ring finger, as if she took off her wedding ring before she met him. And although she sometimes met him late in the evening, she never stayed the night.

He sat on the sofa listening to Please Please Me on his parent’s radiogram, thinking about Barbara. He’d had girlfriends before but he’d been a virgin until that Sunday. She’d been patient with him. She’d seemed sad and, when he asked to see her again, anxious. But she’d agreed. Since then she’d taught him things. The evening she’d asked if he’d like her to French him had been a revelation.

She didn’t like to come round to the house because she didn’t want the neighbours talking, but there was a hotel she knew on the seafront down towards Hove that they’d gone to once. She paid for the room.

He was modest enough to wonder what this glamorous older woman saw in him, but he was arrogant enough not to worry about it. He was dying to brag to his friends but she’d pleaded with him not to. She said she’d feel embarrassed.

That was why she wouldn’t go out anywhere with him, though he wanted her to come and see the group. The only time they had gone on a date was to a late-night screening of some Hammer horror film. They’d sat in the back row and, of course, he couldn’t keep his hands off her. She’d unbuttoned his trousers and used her hand on him.

Although he was in pain, just thinking about her now got him excited. He had trouble sleeping that night.

On Saturday, the doorbell woke Hathaway. He tried to ignore it but it persisted. He put on his dressing gown and slippers and padded down the stairs. He hoped it might be Barbara. He picked up the newspaper lying on the doormat.

He squinted in the glare of the sun when he opened the door.

‘Good grief, Johnny. You’ve been in the wars, I see.’

‘Mr Reilly.’

‘Sean, please. Do you mind if I come in for a moment?’

Sean Reilly was, as far as Hathaway could figure it, a kind of Mr Fix It for his father. Hathaway wasn’t clear exactly what his father did – he wasn’t interested actually – but whenever there was a problem he called on Reilly.

Reilly was middle-aged, in his mid-forties judging by the way he’d mentioned seeing action with his father in World War Two. But he was in pretty good nick. He moved gracefully and was well muscled. He reminded Hathaway of one of his judo instructors. He smiled readily enough but Hathaway had always found his eyes cold and hard.

‘Have you heard from Dad?’ Hathaway said when they were sitting on the sofas in the front room. He was suddenly anxious about why Reilly was there.

‘Your mum and dad are fine. I believe they’re buying some property in Spain. As an investment and for a holiday home.’ Reilly crossed his legs. He was wearing cavalry twill trousers and polished brogues. ‘No, I’m here to find out what happened to you.’

‘Oh, just a rumble with some Teds. It was nothing.’

‘So I see,’ he said, gesturing at Hathaway’s face. He chuckled. ‘Are you telling me I should see the other fella?’

‘Not exactly, no,’ Hathaway said sheepishly. ‘We got leathered.’

‘It happens,’ Reilly said cheerfully. ‘Any other broken bones aside from that swelling that used to pass for your nose?’

Hathaway realized he had no idea what he looked like. He stood and looked at his face in the mirror over the fireplace. Jesus. Huge yellow and black bruises around his eyes, his nose a swollen mess. He gulped.

‘Ah, that’ll all be gone in a fortnight, don’t you worry,’ Reilly said. ‘Sit yourself down again.’

Hathaway sat and Reilly continued:

‘I wondered what you made of these fellas?’

‘Looking for trouble, like I told the police. Razor blades in their lapels, steel toecaps in their brothel creepers. They were ready to rumble.’

Reilly nodded.

‘Your mates OK?’

‘Charlie the drummer got a good kicking – couple of broken ribs – and Bill the rhythm guitarist has swollen goolies. Dan the singer had to have stitches in the side of his head but no concussion or anything. It’s the equipment we’re most bothered about. We had no insurance.’

Reilly nodded again.

‘You say you spoke to the police?’

‘At the hospital. We just told them what had happened.’

‘Was there anything you didn’t tell them?’

Hathaway frowned.

‘What kind of thing?’

Reilly shrugged.

‘You tell me. Did these thugs say anything to you?’

‘Said I needed guitar lessons.’

Reilly smiled.

‘Aside from that.’

Hathaway told him what the Teddy boy had said about the pub not being his father’s anymore. Reilly sat forward.

‘And he used exactly those words?’

‘Well, he also called me Hank Marvin but aside from that, yes.’

Reilly sat back in his seat.

‘What about the landlord – did he wade in?’

‘No, but he’s only a little bloke. He did call the ambulance.’

‘And the police?’

Hathaway thought for a moment.

‘I don’t know. The ambulance whisked us off to hospital pretty quickly – police might have come after we’d gone.’

Reilly stood.

‘All right, then.’

‘What did he mean about the pub not being Dad’s anymore, Mr Reilly?’

‘Sean,’ Reilly said. ‘I don’t rightly know. Maybe something to do with the bandits, you know?’

‘Are you going to tell my father what happened?’

‘Do you want me to? No, I think he knows you’re old enough to look out for yourself.’ He squeezed Hathaway’s arm. ‘You were unlucky this time but you’ve learned for next time.’

Hathaway touched his nose tentatively.

‘I hope there won’t be a next time.’

Reilly smiled.

‘Tell your mates not to worry about the equipment. I’m sure we can find some way of making a claim through the business.’

‘Great – thanks, er, Sean,’ Hathaway said.

Reilly glanced over at the newspaper.

‘Looks like they’re on to the gang.’

Hathaway looked at the front page. There were photographs of three men the police wanted to help with their inquiries into the Great Train Robbery. Bruce Reynolds, Charlie Wilson and Jimmy White.

‘They found their fingerprints at the farm. Seems a bit careless. As for Roger and Bill...’

‘Those men who were caught at the start of the week? Is it the same Roger Cordrey dad knows? The florist?’

‘It is. Bill Boal’s his friend. The chances of Bill being involved in a robbery are about zero. Last thing he got charged with was fiddling a gas meter back in the forties.’

Hathaway pointed at the photographs.

‘You know these men as well?’

Reilly shook his head slowly.

‘I’ve heard of them. Hard men. Rumour is they were in that airport robbery last year.’

Hathaway remembered reading about the wages robbery committed by half a dozen bowler-hatted men armed with pickaxe handles and shotguns. A man called Gordon Goody had been tried but acquitted, because when, in court, he put on the hat he was supposed to have worn at the robbery, it was two sizes too big.

‘The one Goody was acquitted for?’

Reilly laughed.

‘That was a good gag with the hat.’

‘Gag?’

‘The story goes that he bribed a policeman to switch the hats.’

‘How do you know these things?’

Reilly shrugged.

‘You’d be surprised what you pick up at the racecourse.’

Hathaway nodded, feeling out of his depth but thrilled to be having a conversation with someone clearly in the know.

‘Will they catch them?’ he said. ‘The Great Train Robbers?’

Reilly smiled.

‘Doubt it – they’ll be out of the country by now, I would think.’

He moved towards the door.

‘Better get going.’

Reilly shook Hathaway’s hand and patted him on the arm before he stepped out of the house. As Hathaway was closing the door, Reilly turned.

‘Just remember one thing, John.’ He smiled, but again the smile didn’t reach his eyes. ‘There’s always a next time.’

‘Oh, John.’ Barbara’s face hovered near Hathaway as she seemed to be trying to figure out a place to kiss him that wouldn’t hurt him. She’d come straight from work but still seemed dolled up to Hathaway. She was wearing a tight skirt and an angora cardigan that clung to her breasts. Hathaway wrenched at the buttons of the cardigan.

Afterwards, as she lay on his chest, still straddling him, he said:

‘Did Reilly tell you?’

‘In passing,’ she said. ‘I had to wait an age before I was alone so I could phone you.’

‘Thanks for coming round.’

She gave a low laugh.

‘It’s absolutely my pleasure.’

‘Mine too,’ he said as she rolled off him and on to her side.

After a minute or two:

‘I’ve been wondering how Reilly heard,’ Hathaway said.

‘From the publican, I presume,’ Barbara said, sliding her hand down Hathaway’s stomach. ‘He’s an old customer of your dad’s.’

‘Not any more,’ Hathaway said, giving a little grunt.

Barbara nuzzled her face into Hathaway’s neck and murmured in his ear.

‘How much do you know about what your father does?’

‘Very little,’ he said after a moment.

‘That’s what I thought. When I first came to see you, on that Sunday, I thought you knew far more.’

‘What do you mean? Is there stuff I should know? Barbara?’

Barbara was sliding down Hathaway’s side.

‘Barbara?’

‘Darling,’ she said after a moment through the curtain of her hair. ‘Don’t you know a lady doesn’t talk with her mouth full?’


TWO

Devil in Disguise

1963

‘Listen to this,’ Billy said, taking a single carefully out of its paper sleeve and threading it on to the long spindle of the radiogram.

‘Who is it?’ Charlie said.

‘Dusty Springfield has gone solo. It’s her first single.’

‘Dusty, my Dusty,’ Dan groaned, tilting his head back on the sofa. ‘If only you knew what a constant companion you were to me in my bed.’ He looked at the others. ‘Well, you and Christine Keeler.’

‘Hang on, Christine Keeler’s with me,’ Billy said. ‘I’m not sharing her.’

‘She’s probably already with Johnny here,’ Charlie said. ‘His mystery bird.’

The four members of the band were sprawled around Hathaway’s parent’s living room, bottles of beer on the coffee table, half-pint glasses in their hands, cheese and crackers on plates. It was Sunday afternoon, a few hours before the group’s evening gig.

Charlie was riffling through the record collection. Dan had been scanning the latest NME.

‘I only want to be with you too, Dusty,’ Dan crooned, singing along in a strangulated voice to the single on the turntable. ‘I’ve heard this on Radio Luxembourg. We could do this.’

‘I’ve heard she’s a lezzie,’ Charlie said.

‘Dusty Springfield a lezzie?’ Dan said. ‘Bugger off.’

He put on The Beatles.

Charlie said from the record stack: ‘They’ll never catch on. Hey, look at this – George Shearing, Ella Fitzgerald, Lena Horne – your dad really likes easy listening doesn’t he, John?’

‘You haven’t got to the big band stuff yet.’

‘Your dad’s got quite a good singing voice,’ Dan said. Hathaway looked at him.

‘That party I came to a couple of years ago – he did that duet with Matt Monro.’

‘Your dad knows Matt Monro?’ Charlie said. ‘Don’t tell my mum that.’

‘He came as a favour – my mum likes him too.’

‘Your dad sounds interesting,’ Charlie said. ‘I’ve heard some stories.’

Hathaway saw Billy and Dan exchange glances.

‘He’s OK,’ Hathaway said.

There was a lull, then:

‘They chucked a car off Beachy Head today,’ Billy said.

‘Who did?’ Hathaway said.

‘Brighton studios. It’s a film called Smokescreen. They set fire to it then pushed it over the edge.’

‘What were you doing out there?’

‘What do you think? Gardening. That lighthouse up on the top? Anyway, there’s this sexy French woman in it. Yvette somebody.’

Charlie walked back to the record collection.

‘Hello, hello – here he is. Matt Monro. Love Is the Same Anywhere. True or false, Johnny?’

‘That’s my mum’s.’

Dan broke into a mock-basso version of From Russia with Love. The four of them had seen the film together a couple of months earlier.

‘Oh that Russian bint from the film,’ Billy said. ‘You can have Christine Keeler, Dan, and I’ll have her.’

‘Johnny’s probably got her stashed away upstairs too.’

They all looked at Hathaway.

‘Come on,’ Charlie said, walking back to the sofas and sitting down, automatically touching his bandaged ribs as he did so. ‘Tell us about this girl you’re being so secretive about. When are we going to meet her?’

Hathaway was dying to tell but Barbara was almost paranoid about anyone finding out about them.

‘She’s just somebody who works for Dad.’

‘Did your dad set you up?’ Dan said. ‘That’s very modern.’

‘Ha ha. She’s a stunner but really nice too.’

‘Yeah, yeah,’ Charlie said. ‘Just tell us what she’s like between the sheets.’

‘Have you gone all the way?’ Billy said.

Hathaway felt a lot for Barbara but he was seventeen. He fought to keep the smirk off his face.

‘You have, you sod,’ Dan said. ‘You bloody have.’

Hathaway saw Charlie watching him. Of the three gathered round him, Hathaway reckoned Charlie was the only other one who’d actually had full sex with a girl – at least to hear him talk. But Hathaway had gone one better. He took a sip of his drink.

‘She’s ten years older than me.’

‘Lucky bastard,’ Billy said.

‘Ten years older,’ Charlie said, possibly sceptical, possibly jealous. ‘Bet she’s shown you a thing or two.’

Hathaway couldn’t stop himself.

‘She does French.’

‘Does French,’ Charlie said. ‘Hark at him. A month ago he thought vagina was an American state and now he’s the bloody Kinsey Report.’

Bill and Dan fell about. Hathaway grinned.

Charlie sat on the arm of the sofa.

‘Should we try to get our own back on those Teddy boys?’ he said.

Dan stopped laughing.

‘Are you mad?’ he said. ‘They gave us a real kicking.’

‘But they did smash up our gear,’ Charlie said. He reached in his jacket pocket and pulled out a long bicycle chain. ‘And next time, I’m ready for trouble.’

The others stared at him.

‘Have you got Sonny Liston in the other pocket?’ Billy said. ‘Cos that’s who we’re going to need.’

Hathaway didn’t say anything but instinctively touched his nose. The swelling had pretty much gone down now and the colour faded from round his eyes. Every time he thought about the beating he’d sustained he got angry about the Teddy boy who’d unbuttoned his fly. If the other Ted hadn’t stopped him, Hathaway was sure the man would have pissed on him. He hadn’t told anybody about that but he fantasized killing the little creep in various bloody ways.

‘I think my father’s company is going to sort out insurance,’ he finally said.

‘Can’t it sort out those buggers too?’ Billy said. ‘Like your dad sorted out Nobby Stokes.’

Charlie looked at Hathaway with interest. Dan looked away. Hathaway bridled.

‘What do you mean, Bill?’

Bill caught his tone.

‘I didn’t mean anything by it, Johnny.’

‘Yes, but what did you mean?’

‘C’mon, Johnny,’ Charlie said. ‘Even I heard the story about your dad and your headmaster, and I wasn’t even at your school.’

‘It gets exaggerated in the telling,’ Hathaway said.

‘I was only joking,’ Bill said.

Hathaway nodded.

‘I know.’

They sat listening to The Beatles in awkward silence, then the phone rang. Hathaway walked over to answer it.

‘Get those dancing girls out of there now, Johnny!’

It was his father.

‘Max Miller’s dead,’ his father said. ‘Died back in May and I’ve only just heard.’

‘Where are you, Dad?’

‘Never mind that. Your mother sends her love. Your granddad knew him, you know, when he was starting out. He was Thomas Sargent back then. Lived in the same house on Burlington Street for fifteen years. Damn shame.’

‘How old was he?’

‘About seventy, so he’d lived a good life.’

‘When are you coming back, Dad?’

There was a pause, then:

‘Son, do me a favour and take a walk down the street.’

‘Now?’

‘No, son, next week. Of course, now.’

‘But, Dad—’

‘Humour me, son.’

Hathaway put the phone down and called to the others: ‘I’ll be back in five minutes.’

He walked down to the phone box on the corner. Somebody was in it. Hathaway hesitated for a moment then tapped on the window. The man looked round, irritated, saw Hathaway and pushed open the door a few inches.

‘My father – sorry...’

‘I’ll call you back in half an hour,’ the man said, putting the phone back on its cradle.

‘Sorry,’ Hathaway said again. The man waved Hathaway’s apology away as he walked down the street, shoulders hunched.

Hathaway stood in the booth waiting for the telephone to ring. His parents probably had the only telephone on the estate, but his father never made or took calls from there, preferring to use this phone box. Everybody on the street knew it was ‘his’ phone box and respected that fact.

Hathaway knew the respect came out of fear of his father. It wasn’t something he liked to think about. The telephone rang.

‘Johnny?’

‘I’m here, Dad.’

‘Johnny, your mum and I are staying out here a bit longer than we thought. Another month probably. We wondered if you’d like to join us?’

‘Where are you exactly?’

‘Spain.’

‘Spain’s a big country, Dad.’

‘Showing off your geography lessons again? Humour me, son. You know I’ve got my funny ways.’

‘I think it’s called paranoia, Dad.’

‘No – it’s called caution, son. So what do you think?’

‘The group’s doing well, Dad. I need to be here, really.’

‘As you wish. Your mum wants to know whether you’re eating properly.’

‘Of course. Is she there?’

‘She’s out by the pool but she sends her love.’

His mother was growing increasingly eccentric. Menopause, his father said, but Hathaway didn’t really know what that meant.

His dad hung up.

Barbara came to see the group that evening. Unwillingly, but Hathaway had insisted. She sat right at the back, looking uneasy. Hathaway introduced her to the others during the break, but nobody could think of anything to say so the rest of the group left the two of them sitting together.

Afterwards, in her car, she wasn’t in a talking mood. She gave him French instead.

‘Did you enjoy the gig?’ he said later.

‘Look. They’ve seen me now – OK? You’ve proved you can pull an older woman. Congratulations.’

‘I don’t get what you’re so cross about.’

‘You wouldn’t.’

‘You’re not being logical.’

She laughed and reached to wipe the steamed-up side window.

‘One word of advice, John. Don’t ever tell a woman that she’s not logical if you want to keep everything that belongs to you.’

‘But you’re not.’ He could feel spots of red burning on his cheeks. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way—’ She snorted. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way,’ he continued, ‘but I did pull you.’

She gave him a savage look and turned away.

‘I have to go,’ she said, staring out the side window. ‘Early start tomorrow.’

He glared at the side of her face. He was indignant.

‘Sure,’ he said, climbing out of the car and slamming the door behind him.

They got over it. And so it went. Two or three gigs a week, cash in hand. Seeing Barbara for sex a couple of times a week. Long days messing about.

By October his parents still hadn’t come home.

‘When’s Dad coming back?’ Hathaway said to Reilly one Saturday. He’d come to the office on the pier, to see Barbara really. He liked to see her all demure behind her desk, knowing what she got up to with him in the hotel and the car. She didn’t work Saturdays.

Hathaway had seen this old film, one of the two that had made Marlon Brando a star. On The Waterfront, made in black and white. And this corrupt union boss had an office in a wooden shack at the docks on a tiny pier. He often thought of that film when he visited his father at the end of the West Pier. His father’s office wasn’t in a shack but through the floorboards you could see the grey waters flopping between the iron stanchions below. Through the windows you just saw the sea. There was another room beyond that one, but Hathaway had never been in there.

‘Soon, John, soon,’ Reilly said. ‘He needs to. In his absence, people are starting to take the piss. You OK for money?’

Hathaway nodded.

‘I’m flush because of the money from the gigs as well. Though they’ve tailed off a bit. The landlord at our Sunday gig says he doesn’t want us anymore and we’ve lost a couple of others.’

‘Which pub is that?’ Reilly said.

‘The Gypsy, up on the Dyke Road. We’ve never got much of an audience so you can understand it.’

Reilly nodded.

‘Write down the names of the others for me but I think I know which they are.’

That Reilly should know puzzled Hathaway.

‘That housekeeper working out all right?’ Reilly continued.

Because Hathaway wasn’t exactly house-trained, Reilly had arranged for a woman off the estate to clean and cook for him. Hathaway wasn’t always in at regular mealtimes so she left stuff in the fridge to be heated up. She was wary at first – she’d never seen a fridge before.

Sometimes Hathaway couldn’t be bothered. Her cheese and onion pie eaten cold was fine but the steak and kidney got a bit congealed.

‘How do you know the pubs that aren’t booking us?’

Reilly stood and walked over to the window. He watched the turgid water.

‘Some of the pubs we look after have chosen to go with our competitors in your father’s absence.’

‘Look after? You mean with the one-armed bandits and that?’

Reilly nodded without turning.

‘And they happen to be the ones that aren’t booking us any more?’

Reilly turned and nodded again.

‘Probably.’

Hathaway left a few minutes later. As he made his way through the noisy amusement arcade next door – The Beatles’ ‘I Want To Hold Your Hand’ blared out above the cacophony of pings and bells – he saw Charlie over by one of the old slot machines.

It was called The Miser’s Dream. There was a little puppet of a miser with white hair and spectacles sitting at a table in the middle of a spooky old room. Charlie put a penny in the slot, and as Hathaway approached, the scene came to life. A door opened and a skeleton shot out; a picture slid back to reveal an ogre lurking behind it. A trunk opened of its own accord and a hooded creature started to climb out. All of this behind the miser’s back whilst he continued, oblivious, looking at his piles of money on the table.

‘You can keep your rigged one-armed bandits,’ Charlie said, by way of acknowledging Hathaway. ‘This is the one for me.’

‘Rigged?’

Charlie glanced at Hathaway.

‘No offence to your dad but every one-armed bandit in town is rigged so the odds are in the arcade’s favour. Always have been.’

Hathaway nodded. He was wary of Charlie, who had quite a short fuse. He liked him but he hadn’t known him as long as the other two in the group.

‘So we’re still on for the gig at the Snowdrop tonight?’ Charlie said. The Snowdrop was a pub on the edge of Lewes, down the end of the Cliffe High Street.

‘I said we’d be there for seven. Money’s not bad, and if it works out, it could become a regular.’

‘You know I’m from Lewes?’ Charlie said, looking at a worn penny that had a faded image of Queen Victoria on one side, which he’d fished out of his pocket to put into the slot.

Hathaway looked at the side of Charlie’s face, at the knotted jaw.

‘I remember you saying,’ he said.

‘Bloody hate the place. Bad memories. So excuse me in advance if I’m in a foul mood tonight.’

‘Would we know the difference?’ Hathaway said, stepping back quickly when Charlie mock-lunged at him.

The two had first met when Hathaway had advertised a few months earlier for a drummer for the group he wanted to start.

Charlie had turned up in Hathaway’s dad’s office on the end of the West Pier in full Teddy boy mode: the drape jacket with velvet lapels, the string tie, the brothel creepers.

‘What kind of music you going to be playing?’ he said, looking Hathaway up and down. ‘I ain’t doing any Cliff Richard or Pete Seeger.’

‘We’ll mix it up – Gene Vincent, Chuck Berry, Orbison, The Shads – whatever else is around that’s good.’

‘How old are you?’ Charlie said.

‘Nearly seventeen. You?’

‘Nineteen. That’s a good age for a drummer. Drummer has to hold it all together. Keep the beat. It takes maturity to do that.’

Charlie looked round.

‘What is this place?’

‘My dad’s. He owns this end of the pier. The firing range, the amusement arcade and the dodgems.’

Charlie nodded slowly.

‘It smells.’

Hathaway pointed down at the gaps between the floorboards to the water churning below.

‘It’s the sea.’

Charlie tilted his head.

‘You got a van?’

Hathaway shook his head. Charlie smirked.

‘I have. You’re going to need a van.’ He took a pack of cigarettes from his jacket pocket, patted the other one for matches. ‘What do you think about the Springfields?’

‘Mum and dad music.’

‘Acker Bilk?’

Charlie lit up.

‘The same. I hate trad jazz.’

‘I hate skiffle,’ Charlie said, blowing out smoke. ‘You haven’t got Joe Brown or Lonnie Donnegan lurking somewhere in the background, have you?’

Hathaway smiled again.

‘Are you from Brighton?’

Charlie shook his head.

‘Lewes originally. We’ve just moved down to Moulscombe.’

Hathaway waved an arm around.

‘We’ll rehearse here out of hours.’

‘I assume I can bring the van on to the pier – don’t fancy carting the drum kit from the pleasure gardens.’

‘You can.’

‘And is that just the two of us?’

‘I’ve got a couple of friends from school. A bass player and a vocalist. They couldn’t be here today.’

‘In detention?’

Hathaway grinned and after a moment so did Charlie.

‘Are they any good?’

Hathaway nodded.

‘Are you?’

Hathaway nodded again. Charlie pointed over at Hathaway’s guitar and amp.

‘Play us a tune, then.’

The Snowdrop was packed that evening, and Charlie, though quiet, seemed OK. At the first break an old friend of his came over, an unreconstructed Teddy boy.

‘This is Kevin,’ Charlie said. ‘We used to pal out until I moved to Brighton.’

Kevin looked awkward. He stared at his shoes as he said:

‘And turned into a mop-top.’

Charlie and Kevin went off to the corner of the bar for a drink, but Hathaway could tell by the way they were standing that the conversation was awkward.

It was snowing by the time they finished the gig so progress back into Brighton was slow. Once they’d dipped down off the Downs, Hathaway said:

‘Kevin an old friend, is he?’

‘More of an ex-friend, really. Not his fault. Just bad memories.’

The others glanced at each other but nobody said anything.

Charlie filled the silence:

‘My little brother died. Kevin and me were kind of implicated.’

Again nobody said anything until Hathaway said:

‘Sorry to hear that.’

‘Yeah,’ the other two said, almost in unison.

They drove on past Falmer on their left.

‘We seem to be losing gigs,’ Dan said. ‘Don’t the pubs like the music?’

‘I think it’s to do with my dad,’ Hathaway said. ‘And his arrangements with the pubs for the one-armed bandits’

‘What do you mean?’ Charlie said, as a car overtook and pulled abruptly in front of him. It slowed, forcing Charlie to crunch his brakes.

‘Idiot,’ he muttered.

Hathaway said:

‘The pubs that aren’t using us are the pubs that aren’t using my dad’s machines any more. When he was away, they went elsewhere.’

‘Hang on,’ Charlie said. ‘Does that mean we’re getting these gigs in the first place because your father has influence? That it has nothing to do with talent?’

‘I think the link with Dad helps,’ Hathaway said.

Charlie was getting agitated.

‘I’m not getting this. I’m a bloody good drummer. That fucking Ringo Starr doesn’t compare—’ He pressed his foot hard on the brake again. ‘What the hell is going on here?’

The car in front now had a flashing light on its roof and its hazard lights winking as it slowed down even more. Hathaway looked in the side mirror.

‘There’s a cop car behind us too. Panda.’

‘If it’s trouble, I don’t want any tonight,’ Charlie said, crashing the gears.

The car in front guided them into a lay-by. The car behind followed.

‘What the hell do the rozzers want?’ Charlie said.

Four plain-clothes coppers spilled out of the unmarked car in front. Two bulky coppers came out of the panda. One of the plain-clothes cops wrenched open the passenger door and waved a warrant card at the occupants. He took a deep breath and breathed out.

‘I’m smelling something illegal. You darkies in disguise, are you?’

The back door of the van was wrenched open.

‘What do you know – it’s a bloody pop group.’

This from a red-faced, sour-mouthed sergeant whose white helmet scarcely fitted his enormous head.

‘What’s the problem?’ Dan said.

‘I think you want to say “Sir”.’

‘He definitely wants to say “Sir”.’ Another copper loomed behind the first. He too sniffed loudly. ‘Smells like the casbah in here – or Notting Hill. Want to get out and empty your pockets, gents?

Hathaway looked around at what was going on. He wasn’t worried about drugs – though they’d heard about cannabis, none of the band had tried it yet – he was curious about the reason for the police picking on them.

‘What do you want?’ Charlie said to the plain-clothes man.

‘We have reason to believe there are drugs in this vehicle and we therefore intend to search it.’

‘We don’t do drugs,’ Dan said. ‘But feel free to search.’

The policeman cocked an eye into the back of the van.

‘Bit of a clutter back there. You’d better get your stuff out.’

‘Our stuff?’

‘All of it.’

The snow turned to sleet halfway through the unloading of the vehicle. The policemen in uniform and the plain-clothes coppers were standing at the side of the road under the shelter of the trees.

‘Bastards,’ Charlie muttered as he lugged the big amps out. When the van was empty and the sleet had become rain that was really pelting down, the policemen gave it a cursory glance.

‘OK – our mistake. On your way.’

‘Are you going to help us put the stuff back in – it’s pissing it down.’

‘Language,’ the red-faced sergeant said, wagging his finger. ‘That’s not our job, lads. We’re crime-busters.’ He touched a finger to his helmet. ‘Evening all. Oh and sonny –’ he pointed his finger at Hathaway – ‘tell your dad Sergeant Finch says hello.’

Hathaway and the others watched them go as the rain rattled on their gear.

Charlie was looking for something – or somebody – to kick.

‘Fucking bastards!’ He turned on Hathaway. ‘So we’ve got your dad to thank for this. Again.’

Billy and Dan looked away.

‘And for a gig with Duane Eddy when he comes to Brighton.’

Charlie gave a double take.

‘You’re bloody kidding me!’

Hathaway grinned.

‘I’m serious. One of my dad’s contacts.’

Charlie did a little jig. The other two looked bemused.

‘Do you think we could talk about it out of the rain?’ Billy said.

‘Supporting Duane Eddy,’ Charlie said. ‘Well, this is it. The start of the big time.’

‘It’s only supporting,’ Hathaway said. ‘We’re not topping the bill with him.’

‘And he is past his best,’ Dan said.

‘Bugger off. I suppose you think the Everlys are over the hill.’

Charlie started putting stuff back into the van.

‘Well, I’d like to meet your dad – he obviously moves in interesting circles. One minute he’s pally with the rozzers, the next they’re pulling us over.’

Hathaway was thinking the same thing.

On the Bank Holiday weekend, Hathaway went with Dan, Billy and Charlie on to the Palace Pier. The smell of hot dogs, chips, burgers and candy floss thickened the air. After the dodgems and the rifle range, they queued for the helter-skelter, mats in hand.

‘Did you read about that bloke Tony Mancini?’ Dan said. ‘Confessed that he did it.’

‘Did what?’ Charlie said, watching a couple of girls eating candy floss walk by.

Hathaway was watching an old woman hobbling along in a headscarf with a see-through plastic rain hat over it. It was a bright, sunny day.

‘He’s the Brighton Trunk Murderer,’ Hathaway said. ‘Killed his mistress in 1934, stuck her in a trunk that he carted around for six weeks. She was a prossie, he was her pimp. Went to trial in Lewes and got off. Now he’s admitted he did it.’

The others looked at him.

‘What? All I did was read the paper.’

‘There were two Trunk Murders, though, John,’ a voice from the other side of the cordon beside the queue said.

It was Sean Reilly, in his cavalry twill and check sports jacket.

‘The first was never solved. Victim never identified because her head and arms were missing, so the killer was never tracked down.’

‘Mr Reilly—’

‘Sean.’

‘You’re on the wrong pier, aren’t you?’

Reilly smiled.

‘Business meeting.’ He looked at Hathaway’s friends. ‘These gents are the rest of your group, aren’t they?’

‘Meet The Avalons,’ Charlie said, gesturing at the others. ‘Supporting Duane Eddy soon.’

Reilly nodded.

‘I heard. And I believe my living-room suite has the same name.’

The boys looked at him, then at Billy, who was blushing furiously. Reilly caught their looks. ‘It’s a superior sort of suite, mind.’

He nodded to Billy, Charlie and Dan.

‘Gents. I’m Sean Reilly. I work with John’s father. Enjoy yourselves.’

He waved them off as the queue shuffled forward.

‘I thought we were named after some King Arthur thing,’ Charlie hissed at Billy. ‘But we’re named after a fucking settee?’

‘And two armchairs,’ Billy said.

The others looked at him, then Dan said:

‘Well, that accounts for three of us – what’s the other one?’

‘As long as I’m not a pouffe,’ Charlie said sourly, and they all laughed, including, last as always, Charlie.

‘I suppose I’d better be that,’ Billy said, ‘in the circumstances.’

‘Too right,’ Charlie said, and they laughed again, Billy limiting himself to a tight smile.

As Hathaway climbed the steps at the back of the giant slide, he could see Reilly making his slow progress down the pier. A couple of other men joined him fifty yards along and they walked together back to the promenade. Hathaway looked to the pier offices as he stood poised at the top of the helter skelter.

A tall, thin man was standing in the doorway watching Reilly go. A look of utter hate on his face.
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