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Chapter One

I

There was no flight from London to Agadir. You took the 13.40 flight to Bordeaux, changed there and then again at Casablanca. On Friday the 26th of February, 1960, the plane was ten minutes late taking off.

News had reached Air France that a bus bringing eight of their passengers had been involved in an accident, but they would be arriving shortly. Had the plane been nearly full it is likely it would not have waited. But it was less than half full.

The eight relevant passengers had no means of knowing this, and spent half an hour in a fever of anxiety.

Among them was Matthew Morris. Tall, cheerful, notably good-looking, twenty-eight, artistic, unreliable, humorous, emotional, having just left his wife. Another was Jack Frazier. Tall, thin, thirty-six, nervy, chainsmoking, talkative, half-French, having just left his friends.

The bus had hit a taxi, or the taxi the bus, and a steering track put out of alignment. After the usual exchange of insults, a long and exasperating wait for a relief bus. When it came, the too slow change from one bus to another, then the luggage, and finally they had lumbered off on what seemed certain to be a lost cause. The two men, sitting next to each other, had got into conversation. Then the older man, in an obvious fever of impatience, had left the bus and taken a taxi, but in fact had arrived at Heathrow at almost the same time, to discover, as Matthew and the others discovered, that their plane had not yet left but was about to take off.

So a sprint down endless corridors, and they had all gasped their way onto the plane, with the doors slamming behind them, and the engines instantly started.

At Bordeaux Matthew found that his solitary bag was missing and it took twenty minutes to locate it. It was retrieved just in time from a plane about to leave for Nice. Not a propitious start to a holiday. The two men had not shared seats next to each other on the first leg, but Frazier dropped into the adjoining seat on the flight to Casablanca and Matthew, explaining about his bag, said he thought there must be a voodoo on this flight. Frazier, too talkative most of the time, grunted and coughed at this and kept his eye on the défense de fumer sign, waiting to light a cigarette. He carried a small suitcase which he kept on his knee all the time.

Rona. It was a funny old thing, Matthew thought, to leave your wife. Rona Ellison, she’d been; twenty-eight now, with dark, short cut hair, trimmed to chin level; a round face; pretty and full of common sense. Abounding with common sense; a solicitor’s daughter; qualifying herself; a good brain. They had married four years ago, just before his first novel was published. So her husband was a rising young novelist of twenty-four, who already had one book in production and a brilliant future.

It hadn’t quite worked out that way.

All the same, it might have worked. Incompatibility? Did the lawyers still use that dreary term? A £500 advance hadn’t lasted long. He’d spent freely and enjoyed it, and hadn’t bothered about another novel, expecting much of the first. Anyway, music was his chief love, the basic love of his life. But you couldn’t live off it. Two years in Paris – he’d squeezed the concession out of his mother – had proved that. Played the piano well – always had – but not good enough. Played the bass sax well, also the guitar – not good enough. Sang moderately – not good enough. He’d had a talent with words, quite amusingly, so he wrote a comedy thriller about his years in Paris.

Third publisher took it. ‘Refreshingly different’, he called it. So had some of the reviewers. But not the public. If they wanted thrillers they went to Chandler, if comic they went to Wodehouse. Never the twain should meet. Or so it seemed. The book hadn’t earned its advance.

It hadn’t been an angry parting yesterday. He still found her attractive, and she him. But a second novel written and published last year had hardly sold as well as the first, and he was discouraged at the thought of trying a third. For three years they had received a subsidy from both fathers but that had dried up. Now that she was qualified she was keeping him. Not a happy situation.

He knew she was mainly in the right. It seemed likely that had he beavered away in fairly regular hours scribbling away like Mr Gibbon, or even tapping away like Mrs Christie, Rona would have given him all the support she could. She didn’t like, and she made it plain she didn’t like, coming home to find him plucking at a guitar or moodily preoccupied reading an article on Diatonic Harmony, and to be told without apparent embarrassment that he hadn’t done any work, any real work, that day.

The tiny flat in Hampstead was hers. Aside from a piano, a mass of records and a lot of art books, so were the contents.

He didn’t know what to do now. Most of his clothes he’d left with his mother. ‘Two weeks in Morocco?’ she’d said. ‘Will that solve anything?’ ‘Not much. But I need a holiday. Maybe something will happen. Inspiration – I’m thin-blooded.’ ‘But it’s really over between you and Rona?’ ‘I reckon so.’ ‘Pity. She’s such a nice girl.’ ‘I think the same.’ ‘Your father doesn’t want me to lend you any more money. Says it’s unfair on Dorothy and Jean.’ (His half-sisters.) ‘Thanks, no, I’ve an overdraft that can still stretch a bit.’

This second Caravelle was nearly full, passengers almost all French. The hum of talk matched the hum of the engines.

Last Tuesday, he’d supposed, had helped him to make up his mind. He was not a quick mind-maker-up, and without it he might have dragged on a while longer.

Rona knew Eileen Patterson, the successful woman novelist, and at a recent meeting of something called the Women’s Guild had scraped an acquaintance with the famous Hannibal Scott, who was there as a guest speaker, and had invited them both to dinner. At it there had been much talk of writers and writing: of Virginia and Leonard Woolf, of dear Morgan Foster, of Tom Eliot, of Aldous and Wystan, of Christopher Isherwood and Marcel Proust.

Matthew had been quite out of his depth: he read Graham Greene, Evelyn Waugh, Kingsley Amis, Raymond Chandler, et al. If, on the other hand, the subject had turned to music, he could have held his own pretty well whether it was on Schoenberg, Stravinsky or Fats Waller.

Neither of the two eminent authors had read either of Matthew’s novels, but towards the end of the meal, when writing habits came up (could this, he suspected later, have been Rona’s doing?) they were both emphatic that Matthew’s idea of an author’s life was really the romantic public’s idea of how an author operated. In their own cases, and in the case of nearly every other professional writer they knew, the very reverse was the case. To wait for inspiration was fatal. Inspiration, they insisted, was the product of work, of regular writing at regular times, and every day, irrespective of the ultimate value or amount of the work produced.

At this point Matthew had added visibly to Rona’s irritation with him by explaining that he didn’t really like writing at all. He had no fervent wish to make it his permanent career. He was really only writing novels, he said, in the hope that one or another would hit the jackpot and enable him to retire.

It had been rather a brutal thing to say – its brutality born out of his own irritation at being patronized. Afterwards, after they had gone, he was sorry because he knew of Rona’s efforts to get these eminent people to their unpretentious flat in the first place. And all for him. As she said coldly, when he tried to apologize, it had all been done for him.

A two-hour wait at Casablanca. There were a few English books on the bookstall and, as if to cheer him out of his depression, he was surprised to find his first novel among them. Chance Medley, by Matthew Sorensen.

The jacket had a small tear in it, and the tops of the pages were yellow from exposure to light and heat. He suddenly felt proud of it, and then sorry for it, representing him as it did so far away from home. He almost bought it out of sympathy, but the price in francs was inflated, and after all if he bought it he would be withdrawing it from someone else who might eventually fancy it and buy it for themselves.

This third plane was a much smaller one, and quite full. Matthew and Jack Frazier, having shared a coffee together, boarded the plane together. Matthew took a window seat and Frazier sat next to him, the suitcase firmly between his knees. The stewardess had wanted to stow it in the luggage compartment above, but Frazier refused.

Next to Frazier was a blowzy woman of about fifty, over made-up and in a girlish outfit that didn’t suit her at all. She had two younger women friends in the seat in front, and they had made a fuss because they could not have three seats together. The two friends were also floridly dressed and chattered away in loud voices in provincial French. Again almost everyone on the plane was French.

Frazier, who had a nasal Birmingham accent when he spoke English, and an accent Matthew couldn’t place when he spoke French, was back at his most talkative and was soon chattering away to the three Frenchwomen, shouting to make himself heard above the roar of the engines.

Presently he turned and offered Matthew a Gauloise. Matthew smilingly refused.

‘I hate catching bleeding planes,’ Frazier said. ‘That panic this morning! Phew! I doubt I could’ve felt more in a muck-sweat if I’d been the last Jew leavin’ Hitler’s Germany!’

Matthew smiled. ‘Lucky they waited. And lucky we got away when we did.’

‘What? How d’you mean?’ Frazier’s voice had sharpened.

‘I mean, once you lose your slot at Heathrow it often takes time to get another.’ Matthew opened a newspaper he had bought in Casablanca.

‘I suppose you paid in francs for that,’ Frazier said. ‘The Moroccan franc has just been devalued, you know, and they’ve a thing called a dirham that’s worth a hundred old francs. We’ll have to watch it, especially in the hotel. Someone always tries to overcharge you when these currency contortions happen.’

Matthew said: ‘You can’t get the dirham outside Morocco. Or so I was told. They say the French franc will still be legal currency.’ After a minute he added: ‘D’you come here often?’

‘Nah. It’s years since I been over. Just came to do a bit of business, then I’m off again. And it was a good excuse to see the sun. Know what I mean?’

Matthew folded the paper open. There was a report on the Channel Tunnel project. It was recommended that it should be a rail tunnel system only, and cost estimates were it would be upwards of a hundred million pounds. A pipe dream? They had talked about it so long.

‘And you?’ asked Frazier.

‘What?’

‘You. You just on holiday?’

‘More or less. I needed a break.’

‘But you read French.’

‘Yes, I spent two years in Paris.’

Two years not very profitably occupied, he thought now. Except to come to terms with his own shortcomings. Chiefly he had studied life. And he now spoke fluent and colloquial French. (He might be a bit out of date in the latest fashionable phrases: French argot altered and changed its meaning every few weeks.) And some Dutch he knew from a girlfriend who came from Leiden. Not exactly a portfolio of learning and achievement to bring home to England as the product of two years. But of course he had enjoyed it. And there had then been the novel.

His companion now turned back to the blowzy Frenchwoman, who it seemed was called Laura Legrand. Frazier introduced Matthew to her, and then to the two younger women. It seemed they were just ‘friends’, meeting together in Bordeaux after a long absence and taking a three-week vacation together. Where were they staying? The Hotel Saada, of course; it was very luxe. Me too, Frazier said: a happy coincidence. And Matthew? Yes? So they were all to be at the same hotel.

Matthew’s custom was always to stay at the best hotel his overdraft could afford, and the agent he had booked through said he thought he would profit from the devaluation; but he did not join in the mutual congratulations because his eye was caught by a girl in a green linen suit, two seats forward on the opposite side of the aisle.

Thick warm red-brown hair shoulder length. Clear, clean young profile. Nose a bit tip-tilted. Thick lashes that were not stuck on; what colour would her eyes be? Green, blue, brown? Fine skin. Her arms were bare to just above the elbow. A long slim hand raised a glass to her lips. She drank with the bottom lip slightly forward: a suggestion of appetite. Matthew knew that many French girls had poor skins, but those that were good were very, very good, poreless, like alabaster.

He had had no particular thought of finding that sort of comfort while he was away. Susceptible enough to good looks, and being himself attractive to women, he had nevertheless been faithful to Rona throughout their marriage. Rona was pretty and, until disillusion set in, ardent. But this girl was a stunner. He watched attentively but could not see her speak to the woman beside her. Could it be so lucky that she was on her own? And staying – who knew – at the Saada?

The plane droned on over the desert. Presently the girl he was watching got up and walked towards the loos at the back. Sometimes sideviews are deceptive; a full face brings disillusion. Not so here. The eyes in the half-lit plane looked grey-green, which meant her hair was probably not its natural colour. Perfect oval face, good cheek-bones; she didn’t look more than twenty-five or -six. He thought their eyes met as she went past, but she glanced away. She must be used to glancing away; a lot of men would look at her as she passed.

‘What?’ he said to Frazier.

‘I said, what d’you do? What’s your line of country?’

‘I’m a writer.’

Frazier blinked. ‘Writer, eh? What sort of writer?’

‘Oh, novels chiefly.’ He laughed.

‘Don’t think I know the name. Matthew Morris? But then I wouldn’t, would I, eh? Not much of a reader myself. Just a newspaper man myself. Or a Playboy mag.’ The thin man coughed through the cigarette smoke.

‘I write under Matthew Sorensen. But I don’t suppose that means anything to you either.’

Frazier brooded. Eventually he turned the issue to what he found more interesting. ‘Why change the name?’

‘Habit of writers.’

‘Trying to dodge the brickbats, I suppose. Or does it help taxwise?’

‘I was born Sorensen,’ Matthew said. ‘My parents were divorced when I was two, and my stepfather thought it more convenient that I should take his name.’ (Had insisted, in fact.)

Frazier eased the suitcase between his knees and lit another cigarette from the butt of the old. ‘The fuzz always reckon it’s suspicious if you have two names, don’t they. Up to no good, they reckon. Well, there you are, one name’s always been good enough for me.’

‘Doing what?’

Frazier blinked. ‘Me? Oh, I’m a sort of writer too. An underwriter, as you might say.’

‘Insurance agent?’

‘You could say that … You on holiday, looking for material, I suppose?’

‘Not really. Not unless it comes my way.’ As it might well – now, Matthew thought. Have an affair with this girl. Two passionate weeks. Wonder what colour her intimate hair is. Very dark probably. Two weeks of lubricious adventure, then go to Paris for a bit. Write a steamy novel. There hadn’t been enough sex in his two previous novels – too much humour. You had to be shocking to sell.

‘Plenty of odd things in this country to give you inspiration. Odd bods and odd jobs. Last time I was over here, about four years ago, I was in Beni Mellal. Know where that is? Between Fez and Marrakech. In the desert. Real town to give you the heebie-jeebies. I got talking to a man in a bar. He’d a British passport but could hardly speak a word of English. Can you beat that?’

Matthew didn’t try.

‘This feller was born in Malta of Italian parents, see. Lived in Morocco now. Commercial traveller. Drove around Morocco on business. Know what he travelled in?’

‘No.’

‘I’ll give you three guesses.’

‘Couldn’t.’

‘Brassières.’ Frazier laughed and coughed. ‘D’ye know, I hardly bothered to wonder before what women here wear under their kaftans. But you only need to look in the souks: there they are, rail after rail of ’em, all sizes, shapes, colours, styles, lace, cotton, silk, fancy, you name it. French women don’t wear ’em so much, do they.’

‘No,’ said Matthew. ‘They think it’s healthier without.’

‘Well, they certainly wear ’em here. Reckon this man in the bar was on to a good thing!’

The girl in the green linen suit was returning to her seat, but she had her back to him. Just the right sized hips.

The plane lurched a bit, and Matthew’s ears crackled. They were coming down.

The two younger women were twisting their necks and leaning over talking to Laura Legrand. They both had big mouths. But if he were writing of them he wouldn’t have used the word ‘generous’ to describe them. ‘Mercenary’ maybe. But, then, you could so easily be wrong. For all you knew, these three women might be charity workers travelling to succour the victims of infantile paralysis.

Other people were stirring, and the seat-belt light came on. The two women slumped back into their seats. A stewardess passed by and asked Jack Frazier to put his cigarette out. Papers were being folded. A couple of people pinching their noses and blowing.

Susie at the travel office had suggested Morocco to Matthew because it was probably the warmest place at this time of year if one didn’t want the expense of going as far as Kenya or the Caribbean. Though it was not his nature to be depressed, he had asked himself as they boarded at Casablanca just what he intended to do with his days. With tomorrow, for instance. Sit on the beach all morning, or by the pool, and read and swim? Or walk around the town. He had only brought two books and a notepad. The thought of actual work was enough to bring on an allergy.

Through the porthole the lights of Agadir showed as the plane banked for its approach landing.

II

The heat struck you as you came out of the plane and trooped with the others towards the airport building. In Casablanca it had been warm air with a light breeze: hardly enough to make you shed a coat. Warm for February in a latitude still north of the Canary Isles. But Agadir was different.

Nadine Deschamps had been in Agadir in February three years ago making a film and was astonished. Last time there had been a cool wind every day from about noon, and chilly when the sun went down. She remembered after the shooting sitting in the Saada with the director and a few of the other actors, and the women had all worn capes or stoles or coats over their shoulders.

Not so tonight. The air clung hotly, soggily round you. It could have been the tropics.

An impulse decision to come now. Get away from Paris and a failure of a sort. Not a failure in a part but a failure to get a part. That and René Brandin. But the first was the main reason. René had become impractical in his demands, but that of itself had not driven her away.

She had had her sights on the lead in an English film. Through a friend, who was a publisher, she had met the author of the novel, a rather ingenuous but charming young man; and they had struck up what was literally a friendship. He had said he wanted her to play the lead in the film which was shortly to be made of his novel, and that he would do his best to get the part for her. She’d liked the novel, which was set in the days of occupied France, and thought not merely that her appearance as lead in a Rank production, with probable release in America to follow, would advance her stature enormously, but that she could do the author proud by acting the part of a girl whose husband had been shot by the Nazis and thereafter worked for the Resistance herself and helped to infiltrate the German occupying forces. It was a lovely part and she dearly wanted to play it – and had expected to.

There had been objections in some parts of the Rank Organization to making a film in France and about France, it being argued that with the British film industry staggering to survive in the first and worst post-war slump, it was more to be desired that the films made should mirror England and the English way of life – like the Ealing films – rather than try to put on a partly French subject with mainly French actors. (The leading man was to be an Englishman caught up in the tensions of the French Resistance.)

However the ‘ayes’ had it, and the film was to be a prestigious one, no expense spared. Nadine spoke fluent English, so the tide ran in her favour.

But the director, Mortimer Morton, a plump, elegant man of forty, then at his peak because of the runaway success of his last film, had come over with the producer and the author and had held court at the Scribe. He had a list of eight French actresses he wanted to interview, and he exercised, as most directors do – once they are appointed – dictatorial powers. Out of courtesy the producer and the author were consulted, but Mort, as he was called, must have his way.

And his ‘way’, it was soon perceived, was influenced by certain criteria of his own. He perhaps rightly assumed that all the actresses had been put forward by their agents with suitable CVs and the strongest possible recommendations. Therefore any one of them, in a sense, would do. So he wanted the one who would interest him most. He wanted the one who would be most likely to please him when he got her into bed.

Such was the prize that probably most of the applicant actresses would have given favourable consideration to the general idea. But the other seven were not given the opportunity. Though watched over by a duenna of a mother, a girl called Maria Antoine took his fancy, and from the glances they exchanged, even under the lowering gaze of Mama, it did not seem that his fancy would be unrewarded.

At her own interview at which only the three men were present Nadine of course knew nothing of this. Queries were made; she was asked to read a little of the script, photographs were proffered and accepted, compliments exchanged; it was all over in fifteen minutes. Only the next day, her publisher friend was informed of the outcome by the author and passed on the message to her.

It had been a bitter pill for Nadine. The prize of a lead in an important Rank film was gone, and all the latent possibilities of Hollywood to follow. Depressed and angry, she had turned down a secondary role in a good French movie and had decided to sit back and take a holiday from films, from metropolitan France, and, in particular, from René. They had been appearing together in a farce at the Théâtre Gramont and, when it folded, so had their association. She could well afford the break.

Passports had been stamped at Casablanca but there was the inevitable wait for luggage at Agadir, and eventually she followed the porter out to the waiting bus. The sky was sulphurous with cloud, which was lit at one edge as if by a setting crescent of moon. No stars showed. She heard a woman greeting another and saying that this exceptional heat had begun only yesterday.

The bus filled up, and presently a tall good-looking young man sat down beside her. She had seen him on the plane a couple of rows behind her. Dark enough for a Frenchman, but his colouring was English, and so were his clothes. Then she heard him talking to an older man on the opposite seat.

Handsome, she thought, and his voice had a better accent than the man he was talking to, who had a nasal oscillating voice that she found difficult to follow. They were not friends, it seemed, had only met on the plane. Both spoke fluent if accented French.

She was aware that the younger man was secretly observing her; probably his choice of seat had not been accidental, but she ignored him, preferring to stare out at the approaching lights of Agadir.

He had excellent hair, Castilian brown, curling like a mane, cut expertly to brush his collar, fine hands with a single gold signet ring, big bright sensitive eyes, a mouth that naturally wanted to curve into a smile.

This bus, rather than depositing its freight at a central terminal, stopped at the main hotels of the town, and she discovered that both of the Englishmen were getting off at the same stop as herself, in front of the great illuminated glittering sign of the Hotel Saada.

This was beyond the main town and was built along the new esplanade bordering the beach. A white lip of surf could be seen beyond the lights.

Seven passengers for the Saada, among them three sloppily dressed women she had seen on the plane, who talked in voices which varied between the blatant and the subdued. Friendships, it seemed, had already been struck up on the way, for the older Englishman was talking and joking with them while they waited for Nadine to hand over her passport and sign the register. She thought, I don’t want to be caught up in that group.

As she moved away in the wake of the bellboy who was to show her to her room, the younger man came across.

‘Mad’moiselle, pardon me, did you drop this?’

This was a lace handkerchief he held out. She looked at it and thought: how original.

‘No, m’sieur. It is not mine.’

‘I beg your pardon.’ His dark eyes sought hers. He had beguiling dimples in his cheeks as he half smiled. She did not smile back at him because of the company he was in. But she inclined her head gently, since there was no point in being discourteous, as long as he was prepared to keep his distance.

She passed on.




Chapter Two

I

The house had belonged to a well-known violinist and his artist wife. Mr Artemis bought it from their son when they died. Near the top of Hampstead village, Georgian, square-built but elegant, well-proportioned rooms, a tidy but otherwise uncultivated garden, all surrounded by a high brick wall which keeps out the sound of traffic.

Mr Artemis is entertaining. He is a substantial, soft-spoken man, going grey, heavy eyelids, a blood blister on his bottom lip.

Four men in the room with him: Big Smith, Jonnny Carpenter, Joe Rooney and Greg Garrett. They have not been here before and are not entirely comfortable in these discreetly elegant surroundings. All tall men – except for Greg – and all casually dressed as for a pub – except for Greg, who likes to be thought of as dapper and affects tight trousers and fancy waistcoats.

‘Should be here by now,’ says Mr Artemis, glancing at the clock. ‘You said eight, didn’t you.’

‘Yeah,’ from Big Smith. ‘He’ll be ’ere. Last thing he says to me: “I’ll be there, spot on.”’ Taking a gulp of Scotch that his host has provided. Big Smith is about fifty, big-stomached, badger-hair slicked back and thinning, cockney accent, looks a bruiser, and was once.

Others are all younger. Johnny Carpenter is middle thirties, lean, narrow-faced, known often for some reason as Jacques or Frère Jacques. Bright-eyed, devious, always with a crumb of cigarette stuck to his lower lip. (They quickly get to that stage and then stay there a long time.) Joe Rooney is the heavy, a bit slow of movement and brain, but you can always rely on him in a crisis. Sweats in a thick jumper even on a warm day.

This is not a warm day, being Wednesday the 24th of February, 1960.

On cue the discreet manservant comes in with the fifth guest, Fred Prosser.

Prosser is a weasel of a man, greying, lined, spotty, blinking too much, as if surprised by the light. It seems only Big Smith has met him before.

Smith does the honours. ‘This is Mr Artemis. Meet the rest of the boys, Fred. Get him a wet, Nosey. D’you mind?’ to Artemis. ‘What d’you like, Scotch, brandy, gin, vodka? … This is best single malt. That suit?’

After a minute Fred Prosser is sitting on the edge of a cane-bottomed chair, clutching a glass and having a cigarette lit for him.

Big Smith says heartily: ‘I’ve told the boys most of what you told me, Fred. How I went round this morning to Benson & Benson, seven o’clock this morning, dressed respectable; you let me in, showed me round afore anyone else was there, so I could see it all for meself: safes, offices, alarm switches, the lot, so I got a good picture of how everything works. Right?’

‘Right.’

‘And I’ve told them how you’ll do the same for any of ’em, so in case we like to move, we know just what we’re moving into. Mr Artemis can go too if need be.’

‘That should not be necessary,’ says Artemis.

‘Anyway the others can go, smell out the lie of the land, if they so wish. Right, Fred?’

‘Right.’ Fred sips experimentally at his drink and has to take a short breath.

‘Any questions?’

The others are eyeing Fred, who eyes them back. He looks not so much like a member of the underworld as one of the underclass, the underprivileged. You can see him in a dole queue. He does not look a strong character, one you would necessarily rely on.

‘Are you employed by the bank?’ Artemis asks.

‘No, sir. It’s this cleaning company. Zenith Cleaning Co. I been with them three years. But only on this job two months. The bank’s got this contract, so I go there every morning, see. I go at six thirty every weekday. Bachelor, the caretaker, lets me in. He lives on the top floor, and as he comes down he switches off the office alarms and then lets me in.’

Johnny Carpenter coughs through the smoke of his cigarette. ‘Sounds bit too easy to me. Why can’t anyone ring the bell, knock the caretaker off, walk in? Where’s the catch?’

‘First off the caretaker has to recognize me through the grille, see? Then when he lets me in there’s damn all to take. All the cash and securities are in safes and vaults. And there’s all the other alarms.’

‘What other alarms?’ asks Artemis, settling on a pair of lightly tinted spectacles.

‘Good stuff. All modern stuff.’

‘Such as?’

‘Well.’ Fred Prosser shifts. ‘The AFA Central Alarm System, with air-pressure differential detectors. You wouldn’t have a chance, not without them being switched off. Not a chance. The bulls’d be round pronto.’

‘What time do the staff come?’

‘About nine. Some a few minutes before that. From seven to eight thirty I have the place more or less to meself.’

‘How many staff?’ Johnny Carpenter asks.

‘Fifteen and a doorman. As soon as they’ve checked in they go to their offices. It’s a merchant bank, see. Not men sitting behind grilles.’

‘But cash?’

‘If you know where to look for it.’

‘And you do?’

Prosser looks at Big Smith. ‘And he does,’ says Big Smith.

Prosser blinks rapidly. ‘There’s two safes and three vaults. Safes are on the ground floor; vaults are in the basement.’

‘How do you deal with these alarms?’ Mr Artemis asks.

‘Switch ’em off.’

‘So I would have supposed. But are there not keys?’

‘Yes, Mr Railton, the manager, and Mr Leeds carry ’em between ’em.’

‘When do they come?’

‘About a quarter after nine. Mr Leeds is always first.’

Big Smith, receiving a nod from Artemis, passes the whisky bottle round. There is the clink of glasses.

Johnny Carpenter coughs again. ‘Don’t know as I all that fancy a merchant bank. Too much doing deals on paper. Cash is what you want.’

‘Cash is what we all want,’ says Big Smith.

Greg Garrett has pale blue eyes that seldom seem to blink. Though the one small man among them and the quietest of them all, he is the most dangerous. He’s the sharp-tempered one who might pull a trigger at the wrong moment. Now he squints down at his yellow-patterned silk waistcoat and flicks away some ash that has floated across from Johnny. ‘Personally I’m a bit agin it too … Course you never can tell. These fancy jobs. You play the black and the white goes in off. Who’d have thought that Twickenham job would have come up roses?’

‘Someone got killed on that Twickenham job,’ says Big Smith. ‘Awkward accident. You want to avoid that. When folk get killed it makes it all more serious, like.’

‘I would not want any of that,’ says Artemis, his eyes yellow behind his glasses, but suddenly alert.

‘No, no, of course not,’ says Smith. ‘Sure thing not.’

There is silence for a few seconds. Nimbus clouds of tobacco smoke hover above them.

‘Merchant banks,’ says Johnny Carpenter again, folding his long arms, ‘merchant banks never carry that much cash. You can’t expect millions. What can we expect to make it worthwhile? What would you say, Big? It’s your idea.’

‘What would you say, Fred?’ Big passes the buck.

‘Oh.’ A shrug. ‘Couple of hundred grand.’

‘You seen it?’ demands Garrett.

‘How can you expect him to have seen it?’ Big is exasperated. ‘It’s always a bit of a toss-up, as you’ve just said yourself.’

‘One good thing.’ Johnny Carpenter sniffs. ‘These merchant places, security’s not so tight. And they do have some cash. Often gold. What have you seen, Fred?’

‘I know there’s plenty about. I seen the empty bags. And the bands. Often as not they’re thrown out with the waste.’

‘Bands?’

Johnny sighs patiently. ‘You never seen used banknotes in packets, Greg? Course you have; what about Bournemouth? Those brown-paper bands says fifty-pound notes, and then the number in the packets. Makes ’em easier to deal with and count. That’s what you meant, Fred?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Right.’

They all listened to a sports car accelerating up the hill.

‘Might come round tomorrow,’ says Garrett. ‘See for myself.’

‘OK.’

‘What about guns?’ says Big. ‘You arrange that, Mr Artemis?’

‘I would prefer not.’

‘Then Greg can, I know. Greg’s got his own estate, Greg has. Shoots his pheasants regular. Aside from his Twickenham doorman.’

Greg says: ‘Keep your wit for them as appreciate it.’

‘If more of you want to come round in the morning, come,’ says Prosser. ‘But I wouldn’t want to wait long.’

‘Why not?’

‘Zenith Cleaning rotate their cleaners. Never been more’n three months on any one job.’

‘Are you the only cleaner?’ Mr Artemis asks.

‘Yes, sir. I work a five-day week, like the rest of the bank.’

After another silence Big Smith says: ‘If it’s up to me I’d go in as soon as poss. Any more questions? What about you, Joe?’

‘I’m for going in. But it’ll be a long wait.’

‘Could be. I suppose we could go in at eight. Cut the waiting.’

‘Nah,’ Prosser says. ‘Postman comes about eight. Bachelor signs for the letters. Must be inside before that. Anyways, I’m supposed to leave at eight thirty. Bachelor shows me out. The doorman comes just after.’

‘So who’s going to take in the letters when the postman comes? We got to handle him as well?’

‘You can’t. He’s got a mate in his van. But you won’t need to. It’ll take no time to deal with Bachelor after the postman’s been, and I can be trussed up in two minutes dead.’

‘Or not dead, as the case may be.’

‘You will have your fun, Big,’ says Prosser uneasily.

Mr Artemis takes off his glasses and looks at the little man more closely.

‘Have you got any form, Prosser?’

‘Form? Me? No, not on your life!’

‘They’ll grill you, you know.’

‘Oh, a bit. But not, I reckon, if I’m tied up proper. Why me more than anyone else?’

‘He don’t look like a robber, I must say,’ Johnny Carpenter says with a mocking grin. ‘More like the type that gets robbed.’

Big Smith says: ‘I can bring in Ron Oller for the cars. You can rest on him.’

‘The cars will be seen to,’ says Mr Artemis. ‘I don’t think we need to split off another share.’

‘OK.’

Johnny Carpenter is staring at the small stiff figure of Garrett. ‘But if Greg don’t like the deal …’

‘Course he does. Or will when he’s seen the territory. Who’ll go with him tomorrow?’

Prosser said: ‘Two’s company, three’s a crowd. I’m not sure—’

Mr Artemis interrupts. ‘I think if Big has seen it, that should be enough. I wouldn’t want too many of you hovering around. People might see you going in and out. If Greg’s agreeable I think you should go in tomorrow or Friday.’

‘OK,’ says Greg, pulling down his waistcoat. ‘I reckon I’ll go along with that.’

II

Benson & Benson were a small but influential private bank whose offices in St Mary’s Gate were on the ground and first floors of a narrow concrete building put up during the boom after the war. The offices followed the fashion of the day, with concrete pillars, inside too, lots of glass, black square-shouldered vinyl furniture, flush doors, ficus and palms, and discreet trellis work. The firm had moved here after being bombed out and had maintained its reputation as one of the solid, old-fashioned merchant banks that could be relied on to uphold the reputation of the City. On the floors above them were corporate financiers and insurance brokers; and, on the top floor of all, John Bachelor, the caretaker, and his wife had a small flat.

Double doors led into the ground-floor reception hall and office of Benson & Benson, and to the stairs and the lift. A small desk left of centre in the hall was occupied by Higgins, the porter general and receptionist.

St Mary Gate is only five minutes from Liverpool Street Station, but at six thirty on Friday the 26th of February the daily rush had not begun. The latter part of February had been mild, with a lot of rain, but today was dry and windy. A man walking here and there, an occasional car accelerating down the street, were the only signs of the traffic to come.

No one took special notice of a white Ford Zodiac Estate that parked a hundred yards down the street, leaving its sidelights on to welcome the approaching day. There was room enough in the back of the car for Greg Garrett and Joe Rooney. Johnny Carpenter was driving with Big Smith beside him. From here they had a clear view in the semi-dark of the alley running beside the bank, in which the side door was situated.

Presently Fred Prosser walked down the street, having come from the station, pressed the bell of the side door, was examined through the grille and allowed in.

It was the signal for the four men to reach behind and take out stocking masks. Then a roll of sacking was pulled forward, unwrapped, and the sawn-off shotguns distributed. Johnny Carpenter alone carried a French Army revolver. They did not at once put on the masks, but sat and waited. Big Smith whistled through his teeth. He whistled ‘Mighty Like a Rose’. When he was a boy he had seen a play in which the murderer whistled ‘Mighty Like a Rose’ before his next killing.

No one had any intention of killing anyone if it was possible, but if you went in feeling like killing someone it gave you just that extra frightfulness. They were all on Benzedrine.

It wasn’t long before the side door swung open and then closed again. That was the signal. One by one they pulled on their stocking masks and slid quietly out of the car, across the street in the half dark, down the alley, to find the door ajar, edged in. The last of them closed the door behind them.

Big Smith led the way along the passage into the entrance hall, thence to the ladies’ lavatory. The four men, two of them very big, filled the room.

It had been arranged that as soon as the mail came and Bachelor had signed for it and put it on the porter’s desk, Fred Prosser should tap on the lavatory door to say they could come out. But time went on and the tap did not come.

It was hot and uncomfortable standing here. They were all wearing heavy sweaters so that they should look bigger and more frightening. Greg Garrett wore built-up heels. Fortunately they could relieve themselves, even though it was forbidden to pull the plug. At ten past eight the door opened an inch and Fred Prosser hissed: ‘Post’s late.’

In a straggling chorus, necessarily hushed, they cursed the Royal Mail. The first of the staff, the doorman, Higgins, was due at eight thirty. It was cutting it fine.

‘Not sure whether we shouldn’t call the whole thing off,’ snarled Garrett, always the one to panic, the one most likely to blow up in an emergency.

‘Shut up,’ said Big. ‘We got twenty minutes.’

‘For Chrissake,’ muttered Rooney. ‘We got to move soon.’

The stocking masks had been half lifted so that they could smoke. Johnny Carpenter took a flask from his pocket and handed it round. At eight fifteen the tap came. They burst out.

III

Higgins, an ex-sergeant in the Military Police, whose daily job it was to unlock the main doors, came in by the side door at eight twenty-nine. As he closed it behind him he was confronted by two big masked men brandishing shotguns. A wise soldier knows when the odds are against him, and he did not put up a fight. Bound and gagged, he was dragged sack-like into a corner of the reception hall and dumped alongside Prosser, the cleaner from the Zenith company, and Bachelor, the caretaker. Wide-eyed, he stared around. Men with shotguns everywhere. In his testimony later he said there were at least seven of them. (The testimony of others reduced it to five.)

Waiting in robberies can sometimes be the greatest strain – waiting interspersed with sudden bursts of violence. Fifteen people had to come. But was it just fifteen? And which was which? Prosser couldn’t be consulted, or it would blow his cover. All would have to be in their offices before ten, when Benson & Benson were officially open to do business. There were six or seven – Prosser could not remember – for the firms on the upper floors, but they came in through a separate entrance.

A man called Davies was the next to arrive. His first job was to sort the mail and take it to the various offices. When he came in he saw that Higgins was not at his desk and that the mail, an unusually heavy one, had slid onto the floor. As he went across, tut-tutting to himself, something was thrust into his back and he turned to see a masked figure urging him to submit quietly. He submitted quietly.

Next two typists. One gave a little squeal and almost fainted; the other, quick as a flash, turned and darted for the door. But Johnny Carpenter was there to grab her and stuff a cloth into her mouth. She was then passed back to Joe Rooney, whose special talent was tying people up without strangling them.

Another wait. Then came Mr Leeds.

He was treated like the others, but more gently, for he carried the keys. As they were taken from him he had the defiance to say: ‘They won’t do you any good.’

‘We know that, cock. Waiting for Mr Railton now, aren’t we.’

‘You won’t get in even then. You’d best give it up.’

‘What’re you on about?’

‘Collins is needed as well.’

‘Who’s Collins?’

‘The cashier. He’s not here yet.’

A gun was shoved in his face. ‘What the hell does he do?’

‘He’s got the third set.’

‘So what? You mean one lot won’t work without the others?’

‘That’s right. You’d be better to go now before somebody raises the alarm.’

‘I’ll blow your bloody head off!’

‘Ask anyone here. Ask Railton when he comes. I’m only telling you the truth!’

When Railton came – and he was early – they took his keys and tried the two lots together, but the safe doors did not budge. Irritatingly the keys were stamped ONE and THREE.

Settle to wait, silently cursing Prosser while careful not to look at him.

Settle to wait. Not easy in a large reception hall with not much cover and seven – eight – ten – eleven trussed-up bodies in the alcove beside the lift.

Traffic increasing now. The reluctant daylight had arrived and showed up the long narrow street outside. From here you could just see the Zodiac with its sidelights on. Other cars were stopping near; a taxi discharging its occupants.

One of the girls began to moan
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