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This is a story about two company directors of a high-end house-building company, who have had great success over twenty-five years winning local and national awards for their innovation within the industry. They are halfway through their biggest site so far when the 2008 so-called credit crunch rears its ugly head. Their bank, which proudly featured them on their last year’s calendar, are now treating them like lepers.

It is Saturday morning in the boardroom. Frank Harrison is the first arrival for the almost pointless Saturday morning meeting. Frank is the more serious of the two directors, whereas Jack Redman is the joker in the pack; he would laugh if his arse was on fire. Frank, with his head in his hand, is poring over bills demanding money they haven’t got when Jack the Joker walks in. “Good morning, Frank, and how are we today?”

“We are not good, that’s what we are. We have got more fucking bills coming in and no bloody ammunition to pay them with, that’s the problem, Jack. What the fuck are we going to do? The bank are taking the piss the way they are treating us, the bastards. All the bloody money they have had off us over the years, interest charges, set-up fees, completion fees, and now the bastards are throwing us to the lions. What the fuck can we do, Jack?”

“Well, Frank, there isn’t much we can do. I am afraid the end is nigh. The only way out of this fucking mess is a lottery win, or we rob a bank.”

“Don’t take the piss, Jack; you can never take anything seriously!”

“I am being serious, Frank.”

“Oh, yes, and I am sure we could get away with robbing a bank.”

“I think we would stand a bloody good chance, Frank. The one thing we are experts at is planning, and that’s what it would take: meticulous planning and military execution.”

“Don’t be bloody daft; we are builders, not fucking bank robbers. Get a grip, Jack.”

“Frank, I am being serious. Do you remember me telling you about the time I met John Brown’s brother-in-law when John was the landlord of the Fox at Pailton?”

“No, I don’t remember; you’re always meeting people in pubs.”

“Well, let me tell you. I was enjoying a pint while chatting with John when his brother-in-law walked in. John introduced me to him, and it turned out that he was stopping with John for the weekend with his wife and family. We shared a few pints and a lot of small talk, and it came up he was a police officer in the flying squad in London. Over a game of pool and another couple of drinks, I asked him if his job was as exciting as it appears on the telly. He said, ‘Not at all; in fact, it’s boring. Believe it or not, most of our time is spent keeping an eye on known criminals. We spend most of our time in pubs and clubs or sitting in cars and vans, just looking and listening or talking to our snouts who are usually full of shit.’ Then I asked him what would happen if a gang from a small town in the midlands that weren’t known criminals and had no criminal records travelled to London or any big city and did a robbery, do you think they could get away with it? And his reply, much to my surprise, was, ‘If you got away clean and you didn’t kill anybody, and you didn’t start chucking money around, then we could only do the usual; we would circulate the job to all the big cities, and we would call on all our snouts to see if there was any buzz going around. If there were no clues to go on after a couple of months, it would go on the unsolved crime register, and that’s pretty much the end of the matter.’ So, I reckon we would have a fair chance of getting away with it. What do you think, Frank?”

“I think you are becoming unhinged due to all this shit we are going through. I can’t believe you’re even thinking about it; it’s a fucking ridiculous idea. You have come up with some things over the years, but this one takes the biscuit.”

“It’s not so fucking ridiculous; as a matter of fact, I have been thinking about it for the last couple of months. Just think for one minute, Frank. One bank job could save us from losing everything we have worked for over the last twenty-five years. And at the same time, give the great British banking system a swift kick in the bollocks that it well deserves by the way they are treating us, and not only us, all of the house builders are in the same boat. Come on, Frank, let’s give it some thought at least.”

“You’re serious about this? No, Jack, don’t fuck about. Get your head out of the clouds. We have got to sort this fucking mess out. Look at all these final demands. What are we going to do?”

“There is nothing we can do. The bank has stopped releasing money. As I said, Parker Lake Homes Ltd is a basket case. It’s heartbreaking that after all these years some banker, or should I say, wanker, in a glass tower in London can put a line through a page and just like that finish us after all these years and after all we have been through. They’re the fucking criminals.

“Come on, Frank, we are experts at planning. If we planned a bank job with meticulous attention to detail like we do with our houses, surely, we would stand a good chance of getting away with it. For fuck’s sake, Frank, we can’t just throw the towel in; we have got to fight back like we have always done.”

“I suppose you’re right there, Jack. We are fighters, but the bastards have got us on the ropes this time, that’s for sure. All right, let’s plan it just for a bit of light relief. Just plan, Jack, that’s all. Don’t let’s get carried away. I know you; once you get excited, there’s no stopping you. At least we will see if it is really viable, and it will take our minds off the shitstorm we are going through now.”

“Yes, Frank, a bit of escapism will do us the world of good; at least it will take our minds away from all this load of bollocks.” Jack picks up a handful of red letters and throws them across the boardroom table.

“Well, Jack, there’s no time like the present. Where do we start?”

“Well, I suppose the first thing is to find a bank to rob and work back from there. What do you think, Frank?”

“Yes, you’re right; that’s the way we work. We find a site and start the planning process from there. This is no different when you think about it. So, let’s both have a look on the internet through the week and see what we can come up with.

“Well, it’s a start, Jack, but just remember from now on this is just a plan, and it must be kept close to our chests. If anybody, even our wives, knew about this, they would think we were having some kind of nervous breakdown; it must be our secret.”

All the next week, Jack and Frank spend their evenings browsing the internet, looking for their target bank. On Thursday evening, Frank finds something interesting: a bank in Islington that is a type of sorting office for old notes, checking if the quality of the note is good enough to stay in circulation or if it needs to be incinerated. It looks good, so he phones Jack.

“Jack, I have found a strong possibility.”

“Where is it, Frank?”

“I will tell you tomorrow at the office; loose lips sink ships and all that bollocks. See you tomorrow.”

“Okay, mate, you’re quite right about loose lips; see you in the morning.”

The next morning, Jack walks into Frank’s office. “Good morning, Frank.”

“There’s fuck all good about it, Jack. Look at this lot: bills and demands; the VAT is overdue. The bank has sent us another of their polite bollockings. I would like to get hold of that little bastard we went to see in London who said he sympathised with our position and would assist us where he could. The lying little bastard, I would like to assist him off the top floor of that fucking glass palace he sits in all day, assassinating honest businesses like ours. Anyway, enough of my ranting.”

“Well, Frank, that’s even more reason why we should concentrate on the bank job; at least it’s constructive and not destructive. Anyway, what have you found that’s got you so excited?”

“I have found a bank in Islington that carries out quality control on banknotes, checking whether they can stay in circulation or not. One big advantage that springs to mind is that there are no consecutive serial numbers on the notes. By the way, I was thinking about the weight of the money we are thinking of relieving the bank of. We need to know how much we can physically carry. We don’t want to be millionaires with hernias, do we, Jack?

“It’s a good thought, Frank. It’s that sort of detail that will make the job a winner. But the hernia thing, I think if it did happen, we could afford a couple of young nurses to see us through the op and the recovery; you know, a nice bit of physio.”

“Stop fantasising, you daft bugger; we must concentrate if this plan has any chance of working.”

“I was only joking, but it was a nice thought while it lasted. If nothing else, this planning lark is taking our minds off the state of the business.”

“I think we should have a code word for the job, Jack, in case there is something urgent that crops up and we need to talk privately.”

“Good idea; it’s all about detail. I am really beginning to enjoy this; it’s getting more interesting by the minute. There is so much more to it than meets the eye, but the secret is first-class planning. So, let’s both make a list of all the things we think we have got to do for a successful mission and how we achieve them.”

“Yes, you are right, Frank, but before we get spending too much time and money, we can ill afford this. Don’t you think we should go to London and have a look at this bank? Because if it looks like Fort Knox, we might as well forget the idea or start looking at something else.”

“Yes, you’re right there, Jack; we should do that. It would be madness to spend weeks planning something that can’t work. We will go and have a look before we go much further.”

The next morning, Jack and Karen, the secretary, are talking in the reception office.

“Karen, Frank and I are going to London in the morning to visit the building exhibition at Earl’s Court. Ring me if you have any trouble. Mike will be in his office if you need any help for any reason.”

“Okay, Jack, I should be all right if I have got Mike with me; he is a big lad.”

“Oh, yes, and how do you know that, Karen, you naughty girl?”

“Not that kind of big lad, you cheeky sod. It will be nice having you two buggers out of my way for a day. I can catch up on the VAT returns, not that we will pay it- or not yet anyway. Well, have a nice day in London; it will do you both good to get away from here for a day with all the crap you are having to deal with.”

The next morning, Frank meets Jack early at the noisy Rugby railway station. It is a shitty rainy morning with a very Dickensian feel about it. Frank has bought cheap day return tickets to Euston, second class, of course, given their present circumstances.

“How are you doing, Jack? I can’t believe you have got me doing this. We must be mad going to London to case a bank.”

“Well, I can’t believe we are doing it either, but I’m bloody excited; it’s a great distraction from all the stress we are going through with the business.”

“Yes, you’re right, Jack; even if we don’t go through with it, it’s great therapy for the financially challenged and the constantly hounded. It is bloody exciting; we have done some crazy things over the years, Jack, but this most definitely takes the Oscar. I don’t know how you talked me into this, but I must admit, it is giving me a buzz, almost like when we first started the business together. It’s a bit like starting all over again.”

“I know what you mean, Frank. I have felt a bit like that; it feels as though we are starting a new business. So, what the fuck, let’s get on with it. It can’t do any harm at this stage; we haven’t done anything wrong yet, except tell Karen a pack of lies. Mind you, that’s nothing new.”

“Come on, Jack; the train is on the platform.”

The cheeky pair of buggers settle into first-class seats having bought second-class tickets, both fully convinced that a guard couldn’t possibly check all the tickets on the train in fifty-three minutes. Both sit enjoying a complimentary cup of coffee and the opulence of their first-class coach. And then…

“Fuck me, Jack, here comes the guard checking tickets! I didn’t think he would have time to cover the whole train on a short journey like this; he must have a rocket up his arse! I’m off to the toilet.”

It’s too late for Jack to do the same brainwave as the guard gets nearer, shouting, “Tickets, please!” He grabs his mobile phone and pretends to have a row with his wife.

“No, there is no other woman! I can’t afford you with your extravagant ways, let alone another one like you. I am telling the truth. On my mother’s life! Yes, I know she is, but if she were alive!”

The guard looks at Jack, looks up towards the ceiling, rolls his eyes, and walks on.

Jack sighs and thinks, Fuck me, that was close.

Frank comes cautiously out of the toilet, looking both ways, and makes his way back to his seat.

“Did he get you? I never thought he would get down this end of the train that quick.”

“No, he didn’t, but no thanks to you, you arse, leaving me in shit like that. You were faster than a parking warden’s pen going into that bloody toilet.”

“How did you manage to get away with it? You must have pulled a hell of a stroke. I was sure he would have had you.”

“Gut reaction. I pulled out my phone at the speed of light and pretended to have a row with my wife.”

“Brilliant! What a great move! He must have a nagging one at home. That gave you the sympathy vote. But, Jack, that sort of quick thinking can save the day. Well done, old chap.”

“Yes, and it wasn’t any thanks to you that I wasn’t bloody well done.”

They both laugh.

Jack and Frank get off the train at Euston, have a cup of tea, some toast and a chat.

“What if our lovely wives knew what we were up to, Frank? Casing a bank, I can hardly believe it myself. So, hopefully, nobody else will. Anyway, the building exhibition is a very good cover, not that we will be building anything anytime soon or even in the distant future, for that matter. What a complete balls-up these fucking banks have caused us and lots of others like us, the bastards. Every time I think about it, it spurs me on to really do this bloody bank job.”

“If we did this and we got away with it, we wouldn’t have to worry about building anything ever again. It would be off to sunnier climes for me. Spain, here I come! How about you? Where would ‘Jack the Lad’ fancy living? Would you come to Spain with me, Jack?”

“No, not Spain for Jack the Lad. I fancy Northern Cyprus; that would do me. Plenty of sunshine and cheap Turkish beer, not to mention belly dancers and no extradition laws. My mate who lives there will sort me out a top-quality villa and a car. He is a great guy.”

“Come on, Jack, let’s stop daydreaming and get back to reality. I don’t suppose we will do it anyway, let alone get away with it.”

Jack and Frank get a taxi to Islington to find their target bank.

“Thanks, driver, keep the change.” They get out of the taxi, and Frank looks disappointed. “It doesn’t look good; it’s too exposed to the public, and there are guards on the door. This is not what we had hoped for.”

“No, Frank, it’s not what we expected, but surely this can’t be where they do the recycling. There is nowhere they could load and unload on this busy street. Let’s have a look around the back; we might have better luck there.”

Jack and Frank walk around the back in disappointed silence, then Jack says loudly, “This looks more like it, Frank. It’s completely different from the front; in fact, it’s scruffy by comparison and not at all high-tech. Hang on, is that an armoured truck going in?” Frank notes the time of arrival down, watching every move.

They watch the guard get out and go to the intercom. He says, “First delivery, darlin’.” Then he says the password, which they overhear to be ‘Eagle’. The guard says, “Hi, Julia, open the gates; we are coming in.”

Julia says, “Okay, lads, the pallets are ready on the loading bay, and I expect you would like a cup of tea.”

“Yes, please, darlin’; we haven’t had one yet today.”

The truck drives in and reverses onto the loading bay. The driver and the guard jump out.

Julia opens the side door, walks out and says, “Sign the delivery sheet, please. Your tea will be in the kitchen when you have finished.”

The driver says, “Any biscuits, Julia?”

“No, you cheeky devil, there isn’t. You’re lucky you’re getting a cup of tea.”

“Only joking, Julia; we will bring our own next time.”

Julia asks, “How long will you be?”

The guard says, “About fifteen minutes.”

“Okay, your tea will be on the tray in the kitchen.”

“Cheers, Julia.”

The driver says, “She is a little diamond.”

“Yes, she is a good girl, all right.”

Back on the street...

“I can’t believe how slack it is, Jack. The procedure looks too easy. Surely we must have missed something.”

“Well, we have seen it with our own eyes. The only thing I can imagine is that they treat it like scrap paper, and it’s been going on for years without any trouble! So they have got complacent, and the fact it’s around the back of the bank makes it less conspicuous as well.”

“Oh, I don’t fucking know, but whatever it is, it’s an open invitation for a heist, don’t you think?”

“I think you’re right, Jack. I can’t believe our luck. Now we need to hang around and see how long it is before the next delivery arrives and listen to see if the password is the same.”

After hanging around all morning, it becomes apparent that the armoured trucks arrive every one and a half hours, and the password stays the same. In the taxi travelling back to Euston, the conversation is being kept down to a whisper. Loose lips sink ships, etc.

“Well, what do you think, Frank? It’s just a matter of time before somebody does it, so why shouldn’t it be us?”

“I see your point, Jack. I must say it looks enticing. It looks too easy, well, based on what we have seen today. I think it’s worth taking it a bit further; it can’t do any harm, I suppose. We have got to look at all the angles in fine detail and plan as best we can. It’s like when we assess a new building contract, it always turns out more complicated than it looks at first glance. It can’t be that easy, or one of the East End gangs would have done it, surely to God.”

They arrive at Euston and get back on the train. In typical fashion, they go straight into first-class, of course.

“Do you fancy a beer, Jack?” It seemed like a silly question to ask.

“Why not? I think we have earned one after a hard day at the building exhibition.”

Once in the buffet car, Frank says, “Two lagers, please, barman.”

The barman, with a strong Birmingham accent, says, “Certainly, sir.” He serves the drinks. “That will be seven pounds twenty, please, sir. Have you had a good day in the city, gentlemen, with plenty of cut and thrust, wheeling and dealing, that sort of thing?”

Jack says, “Well, yes, you could say we have been putting together a little business plan that should make us quite a bit of money if we go ahead with it.”

The barman says, “You guys amaze me; you seem to thrive on risk.”

Jack says, “Well, you could say that, but this one is as safe as money in the bank, isn’t it, Frank?” Frank smiles.

The barman says, “I have heard that a few times on this train. Give me the easy life; I don’t need the stress, thank you very much.”

Jack says, “Cheers, mate.”

The barman says, “Cheers, both. I hope your plan works out okay.”

Back at the office on Friday morning, more aggravation builds up. Poor Karen is taking a lot of flak.

Jack asks, “Any problems while we were in London yesterday, Karen?”

“Nothing much apart from the bailiffs asking on the phone what had happened to the arrears payment for the council tax.”

“Phone them back and tell them we have introduced a new system. Tell them that we put all the names of our more serious debts in a hard hat, and we draw three out each week and pay them. You can tell them that if they don’t stop phoning us, they won’t be going in the hat next week.”

Karen answers, “You can’t be bloody serious, can you, Jack?”

“Karen, if I took everything that’s happening seriously, I would have bloody well hung myself by now,” Jack says, raising his voice. “If I have learnt one thing in this life, it is, don’t let the BASTARDS grind you down! Just remember that, Karen!” Jack shouted.

Karen goes quiet for a few seconds and looks out of the window, turns back and says, “Yes, of course you are right, Jack. I will keep that in mind when I get shitty phone calls in the future.”

Jack realises he has upset Karen by shouting at her.
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