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DEDICATION
 
This is book is for you John. Thank you for fighting some of my battles for me when I was a kid and for your advice (you are never going to be able to fight so you had better learn how to run fast). That advice has saved me many times. Thank you for the stories that you made up when we lay in bed together when we were kids, sometimes cold and hungry but nearly always happy. Stories of  pirates and shipwrecks, kids lost in the African jungle, families travelling across the vast plains of America to look for gold in the 1800s, and aeroplanes crashing in the frozen Alaskan wilderness with only two children who survived, John and Gerald who made it back to civilisation by eating raw fish, ( this was in the late 1950s or early 1960s you were well ahead of your time, they call it Sashimi today) Even though you probably thought that I had always done much better than you in life that was never true. Maybe financially I did a little better. But you have had to overcome so many hurdles in your life that I never had to and whatever life threw at you never stopped smiling, I wish that I could say the same about me.
This is your story John, I just ran with it because you believed in it so much and you didn't stick around long enough to finish what you started and it needed to be told. I think that I have done a pretty good job of it, but if you had been able to finish your version of it, it would have been so much better than mine. It would have been a best seller and an award winning movie.
 
John William Hogg 28th February 1949-7th May 2014
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This is the story of Alfred and Albert Stratton and how they came to be tried, convicted and hanged because of the new forensic science of fingerprinting. 

In March 1905, a crime took place in London that would change the way that police forces around the world would identify suspects: the Deptford Mask Murders. Thomas and Ann Farrow were found beaten to death in a paint shop that they managed in Deptford. This was the crime that the Scotland Yard Fingerprint Bureau had been waiting for since the bureau was formed in 1901, a high-profile crime that would put the spotlight on the science of fingerprinting as a reliable, efficient and infallible system of identifying criminals.

One week later, Brothers Alfred and Albert Stratton were arrested and were later put on trial at the Old Bailey, accused of wilful murder. The prosecution had very little evidence to convict the brothers, and what they did have was mainly circumstantial, except for a thumbprint which was found on a cash box in the Farrow's bedroom above the paint shop. Fingerprinting had never been used to solve a serious crime before in Britain and was seen as being untrustworthy and untested, with one magistrate writing to The Times, “Scotland Yard, once known as the world's finest police organisation, will be the laughing stock of Europe if it insists on trying to trace criminals by odd ridges on their skins.”

During the trial, Melville McNaughton, Assistant Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police, Detective Inspector Charles Collins, Head of Scotland Yard’s Fingerprint Bureau, Chief Inspector Fredrick Fox, lead investigator and Richard Muir, the Crown Prosecutor, all played their part in putting fingerprinting firmly on the map as a means of identifying criminals.
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This book is for you, John. Thank you for fighting some of my battles for me when I was a kid and for your advice (you are never going to be able to fight, so you had better learn how to run fast). That advice has saved me many times. Thank you for the stories you made up when we lay in bed together as kids, sometimes cold and hungry but nearly always happy. Stories of pirates and shipwrecks, kids lost in the African jungle, families travelling across the vast plains of America to look for gold in the 1800s, and aeroplanes crashing in the frozen Alaskan wilderness with only two children who survived, John and Gerald who made it back to civilisation by eating raw fish, ( this was in the late 1950s or early 1960s you were well ahead of your time, they call it Sashimi today) Even though you probably thought that I had always done much better than you in life that was never true. Maybe financially, I did a little better. But you have had to overcome so many hurdles in your life that I never had to, and whatever life threw at you never stopped smiling. I wish that I could say the same about me. 

This is your story, John; I just ran with it because you believed in it so much, and you didn’t stick around long enough to finish what you started, and it needed to be told. I think I have done a pretty good job of it, but if you had been able to finish your version, it would have been so much better than mine. It would have been a best-seller and an award-winning movie.

John William Hogg 28th February 1949-7th May 2014
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First and foremost, the idea of this book came from my late brother, which is a story in itself, so please bear with me for a few pages while I explain.

My brother John William Hogg left school in 1963 at fifteen and joined the British Royal Navy. By the time he was seventeen, he was an Able Seaman serving on HMS Llandaff on a nine-month tour of duty in Southeast Asia, with the ship's base being in Singapore. As a young man with testosterone levels that were running amok, he spent most of his free time in bars and brothels in places like Bugis Street in Singapore, Angeles City in the Philippines and Walking Street in Pattaya in Thailand. In those days, seaman in the Royal Navy were given their daily tot of rum ration, and drinking alcohol was fundamental in their daily lives. By the time John came home on leave at 18, he was a heavy drinker, smoking 20 cigarettes a day and had a minor STD. He served for 9 years in the Royal Navy and then joined the Merchant Navy. By the time he was thirty-five, he was an alcoholic. John was a drunk, but not a morose, moody or angry drunk; he was a happy drunk. He could handle his drink well and could still do his job on board ship, and although it is frowned upon today with most shipping companies having a dry ship policy, in those days, heavy drinking was part and parcel of working at sea. John had moved from Middlesbrough to London in the early 1980s, and he and his family were living in Surrey Quays, 1.5 miles from Deptford High Street in London, where the Stratton brothers’ murders took place. In 2007, John was diagnosed with throat cancer, probably due to his now 30-a-day cigarette habit. He eventually went into hospital to have the cancer removed and struck it lucky as the surgeons removed the cancer, and it never returned. Then he struck it unlucky, while he was in hospital ridding his body of the cancer, he caught Golden Staph, a flesh-eating disease which was rife in some London hospitals at that time. To cut a long story short, the infection was very bad, and they had to cut away half of his face and jaw to try to stop the disease from spreading. The disease also infected his throat, and he was unable to eat solid foods; for the rest of his life, he survived on thickened liquids with added nutrients. This cured his alcoholism as he could no longer drink thin drinks, as they made him choke and could only take tiny sips of water to quench his thirst. It also stopped his 30-a-day cigarette addiction as he could no longer breathe in smoke. If that wasn’t bad enough, his speech was impaired, and he had to try to learn to talk again. John never regained his full speech, and he always carried a pad and pen with him so he could communicate when people could not understand him. Now, for most people, having half of their face cut away and looking like someone who had escaped from a PT Barnum’s freak show (his words, not mine), unable to eat or drink properly and with a speech impediment, that would be an end to their life, I know that it would be if it were me. I would have retired to my bedroom, had my liquid meal sent up and never wanted to see or talk to anyone ever again. But John was made of sterner stuff than I, and, still wanting to live his life, work, and earn a living, he applied to film companies to work as an extra. Many film companies need people in their films to look like they have deformities or look much different to everyday people, and they have makeup artists and special effects departments to do this, but John didn’t need makeup or special effects; he was a natural, and he was in high demand. He played a prisoner in Jack the Giant Slayer, a prisoner again in Great Expectations, a hospital patient in the English television drama Top Boy, stood in front of Jude Law in a dole queue in the movie Alfie, and appeared in many other British films and television productions. 

While working as an extra, he heard of a Royal Naval charity offering grants to ex-royal naval seamen to return to school or university and help them restart their lives when they left the navy. John applied, went for an interview, and was offered a full grant. He then enrolled for a three-year drama and writing course at Greenwich University. John was always good at making up and telling stories, and his handwriting was meticulous; in another life, he would have been a great author.

It’s here that this story begins. John loved the course, and his teachers loved him, as he was a very gifted writer and eager to learn. Over the next few years, he excelled in his course and began looking for a writing project he could make his own. He knew that he had wasted a lot of his life through his alcoholism, and for the first time in 45 years, his brain was working to full capacity, without the alcohol and cigarettes making his decisions for him.

He came across a little-known story about the very first time fingerprinting was used to secure a murder conviction in Great Britain in the early 1900s. I was living in Australia at the time, but we were in close contact, as we always were throughout our lives. He would email me and tell me about his project, and sometimes he would ask me to help him with something that he was stuck on, or

wanted my opinion on, and I knew that the story had taken over his life and that he was happy. In May 2014, I got a phone call from Jane, his partner, saying that John would like to see me but didn’t want to ask, and that, as he couldn't fly to see me in Australia because of his illness, would I come to London to see him?  My wife Colleen and I talked about it; we both loved John, so we decided to fly to London together to visit him. A week later, we arrived at Heathrow, booked into a hotel near where John was living, and the next morning we took a taxi to his house. When I saw John, I could see that he had deteriorated significantly since the last time that I had seen him, and he was a lot sicker than I had originally thought. We spoke about our families and our lives, reminisced about our childhood, and eventually got around to his project. John told me all about it, where he was up to, who the main characters were and his plans to release it as a screenplay when it was finished. He said he was having problems writing because his hands and fingers were not strong enough to hold a pen and write continuously. By this time, John was getting tired, so Colleen and I said we would see him the next day and went back to our hotel. Colleen suggested we buy him a laptop computer so that he didn’t have to write in longhand, and I thought that was a great idea. The next morning, we were at Argus when they opened, bought John a laptop, and then took a taxi to John’s house. He loved the laptop, and we set it up for him and showed him how to use it, and then spent the rest of the day chatting. Before we left, I told him that I would come back the next morning, take his manuscript to a print shop, scan it, put it on a flash drive, and then transfer it to his laptop. John thanked us again, then said he was tired and went up to his bedroom for a nap. Colleen and I went back to our hotel. Three hours later, Jane phoned to tell us that she had gone to wake John up and he had died in his sleep.

So fast forward three years. Colleen and I have broken up after nearly 50 years together. We still love each other; we just can’t live together. I am now retired, and I am living in Koh Samui, Thailand. I have started writing travel books about Thailand and Southeast Asia. 

The first book I wrote, to my surprise, was picked up by a publisher, and I was offered a publishing contract.  Over the next few years, I released four more travel books and a biography and found that just like John, I enjoyed writing and being an author. I normally write my travel books during the wet season in Thailand, as it can rain every day for a few months, so it’s an ideal time to stay home and write. In 2020, as the wet season approached, I decided I was getting bored writing travel books and realised I needed a new challenge. I spent some time thinking of other subjects to write about. I am a chef by trade, and I was considering writing a Thai fusion cookbook. Then one morning, I woke up and had a light-bulb moment when John’s story about the Stratton brothers came to mind. I had never spent much time reading about the case before, but when I started researching the murders, although there was not much information on the internet, what I did find was fascinating, and I could understand why John had chosen it and how it had taken over his life. John was writing his story on the Stratton brothers as a screenplay; I wouldn’t know a screenplay if it jumped up and bit me on the leg, so I have written it as a novel.  I hope that you enjoy reading it.

*The last time I spoke with John was that day in May 2014. We were joking around, and I asked him who he would want to play the lead role if his screenplay were picked up by a major film company. He told me that Jude Law was really nice to him and a great actor when he was an extra standing next to him in the dole queue in Alfie, so he should play Alfred Stratton. He said that Leon DiCaprio would also be good, but Americans can never seem to get the English accent right and a cockney one...well, forget it, just look at Dick Van Dyke in Mary Poppins. We delved deeper into his list of actors to play in his movie, and he named some actors he had met who had played “supporting roles” during John's acting career. He decided that Ewan McGregor would play Albert Stratton and Ian McShane would play Chief Inspector Fox. Bill Nighy, chief prosecutor Muir, Emily Tommlinson would play Kate and Emelia Clark would play Annie. So, if you’re reading this book, Jude, Ewan, Ian, Bill, Emily or Emelia...Get your people to call my people.
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The story of Alfred and Albert Stratton, and how they were tried, convicted, and hanged in 1905 because of the new forensic science of fingerprinting, is a true story. All of the main characters in this book who played their part in having the brothers convicted in this book were real people in this extraordinary historical event, including:

Thomas Farrow and Ann Farrow (The victims of the crime)

Melville McNaughton (Assistant Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police)

Sir Edward Henry (Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police)

Justice Channell (Trial judge at the Old Bailey)

Mr Richard Muir and Mr Arthur Bodkin. (Crown Prosecutors)

Mr H.G. Rooth and Mr Richard Curtis-Bennett (Defence attorneys for Alfred Stratton) 

Mr Harold Morris (Defence attorney for Albert Stratton)

Dr Henry Faulds and Dr John Garson (Expert witnesses for the defence)

Chief Detective Inspector Fredrick Fox. (Scotland Yard)

Detective Inspector Charles Stockley Collins (Head of Fingerprint Bureau)

Sergeant Alfred Atkinson (Deptford Police)

Sergeant Crutchett (Deptford Police)

Sergeant Beavis (Deptford Police)

Dr Dudley Burnie. (Police surgeon)

John Billington, Henry Pierrepoint and John Ellis (Executioners)

Ellen Stanton (Witness)

Annie Cromarty (Alfred’s girlfriend)

Kate Wade (Albert’s girlfriend)

Henry Jennings (Witness)

Edward Russell (Witness)

George Chapman (Owner of Chapman’s Oil and Colour Store)

William Jones (The Farrow's young shop assistant)

Louise Kidman (Shop assistant at the Greenwich Store)

Harry Jackson (The first person to be convicted by fingerprinting in 1903)

William Gittings (Assistant gaoler)

Harry Allchurch (Head gaoler) 

The arrest of Alfred and Albert Stratton for the murder of Thomas Farrow and the subsequent trial at the Old Bailey was in1905, long before 24 hour televised news programmes, Facebook, Twitter, Google and mobile phones with cameras where everything today is recorded for posterity and very little information on the true events leading up to both of the Stratton brothers being executed at the gallows in His Majesty’s Prison Wandsworth is available. The facts are that both of the brothers committed the crime, but because they both pleaded not guilty, the full story of what happened inside Chapman’s Oil and Colour Store in Deptford on the day of the murders died with the Strattons when they were both hanged at His Majesty’s Prison Wandsworth on the 23rd of May 1905.

This book is based on those true events and is my interpretation of what I believe could have happened 115 years ago when fingerprints were used for the very first time in Great Britain to convict Alfred and Albert Stratton of wilful murder.
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9.00 am, 23rd May 1905, at HM Prison Wandsworth.
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They were brought up from the cells. Alfred was leading the way with Albert, as he had always been his whole life, walking behind him. 

The hangman, John Billington, stood stoically in front of the condemned men with his two assistants, Henry Pierrepoint and John Ellis, both looking suitably morose, standing close behind him. Albert had been crying incessantly since the two brothers had been brought up from their cells in the bowels of Wandsworth Prison to “The Meat Room” as the hanging shed was more commonly known. The Hanging Shed was damp and cold with moisture running down the mouldy whitewashed walls, and the aura that filled the room from the hundreds of condemned men and women who had previously stood and died where the two brothers were now standing was palpable. 

“Any last words?” Billington asked Albert Stratton

“Why won’t you listen to me? It was Alfred. I didn’t do anything, I just went along because he told me to. Tell them, Alfred, it’s not too late. I never hurt anyone. Please let me go...Mama, please help me... What about Kate...what will she do without me...oh God, please make them listen to me,” sobbed Albert. 

Billington, who had heard it all before, moved to his left and stood in front of Alfred Stratton as Henry Pierrepoint stepped forward and pulled a hood over the broken and tormented Albert’s head. 

“Alfred Stratton, do you have any last words”? Alfred looked Billington in the eye, coughed a chesty cough, then spat a glob of phlegm at the hangman’s feet and said nothing. John Ellis, a deeply religious man, placed the hood over Alfred’s head, stepped back and waited for Billington to pull the lever that he hoped would send both of the brothers to hell.
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THE PLAN
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Two months earlier. 26th of March 1905

[image: ]


They met by coincidence at the King of Prussia pub on Albury Street in Deptford around 8.30 on a Sunday evening. Alfred had already been there for a few hours and was feeling the effects of the alcohol that he had consumed when his younger brother, Albert, came through the doors and headed for the bar.

“I’ll have a pint of Mann’s”, Alfred shouted to Albert’s back, trying to be heard above the noise of the bar. Albert heard him alright, but he pretended not to and pushed his way through the crowded bar and around to the taproom, hoping to avoid his elder brother to save himself some grief and some money. Albert always seemed to be short of money since he had been unceremoniously kicked out of the Royal Navy. Albert had joined the navy to get away from his domineering brother, but it didn’t go to plan when, after only seven months, he was dishonourably discharged for desertion and insubordination, and he headed back home to his mum’s house in Deptford. 

Alfred knew damn well that Albert had heard him, but the little bastard had ignored him. Alfred checked his pockets and saw that he didn’t have enough money left to buy another pint, so he got up from the table and followed Albert to the bar in time to hear his brother shout: “A pint a Best Minnie.” to the licensee’s wife. Minnie, not the friendliest of hosts at the best of times, shouted back, “Hold your bloody horses, Albert, can’t you see I’m serving, I’ll get to you in a minute”. 

Alfred shouted to be heard above the noise of the crowded bar, “Make that a pint of Best and a pint of Mann’s, Minnie...on Albert’s tab when you have the time, of course” He turned to his brother and said, “Bring them over to my table when you are served,” and walked back through the noisy, smoke-filled room. Albert let out a heavy sigh and wished he had gone to the Dog and Duck as he had originally planned. There were only two years between the brothers, but the elder brother, Alfred, had always been the more dominant.  Albert, who had been a little afraid of his big brother while growing up, had always tried to stay clear of him whenever possible. When he was eventually grudgingly served the beers, he pushed his way back through the crowded bar, sat down at the small table and handed one of the pints to his older brother. As usual, no thanks were forthcoming.

Alfred said, “Give us your roll-ups, I’m gasping for a fag”. Albert, who rarely, if ever, said no to his brother, took out his roll-up tin and slid it across the wet, greasy table. He decided he would finish his drink and head for The Dog and Duck; if he didn’t, he would be paying for his brother’s drinks all night and would have no tobacco left for the next day. But deep down, he knew that he probably wouldn’t go; he would be stuck here for the rest of the night with his brother now.

“I’m skint, how you off for money, Albert”? Alfred said, between taking a long drag on his cigarette and downing a quarter of the pint in a single gulp. 

“I’m skint too. I took some money from the rent jar when Kate went to see her mum. I’m hoping that I can pick up some work to put it back before the rent man comes on Friday”. 

“Good luck with that...you have as much chance of getting work as I have of shagging Emily Pankhurst,” said Alfred.

Albert took a sip of his pint and sighed again. He seemed to sigh a lot when he was in his brother's company.  Both Albert and Alfred found it hard to get any work in the Deptford area, though they had never been convicted of any crimes; it was well known that they associated with the criminal element, and it was thought by the police and most people who knew them that it was only a matter of time before they would end up in prison. Albert, who was a little more enthusiastic than his brother when it came to looking for gainful employment, sometimes managed to find casual or day jobs at the markets or Deptford docks, but when he did, he didn’t tell Alfred, as he knew his brother would only ask to borrow money from him, with no chance of the loan ever being repaid. Alfred took another large gulp of his beer and told Albert to get another round in. 

When Albert came back with the drinks, Alfred was rolling another cigarette. 

“I need to do something, brother. Annie’s getting pissed off with me. She’s talking about going back to live with her mum and dad. She says I’m lazy and won’t get a job, but no one will give me a job. It’s not that I haven’t tried. I don’t care if the cow leaves, but it’s her wages that are paying the rent, and I don’t want to go back to mum's to live.”

Albert had heard this story many times over the last year since Alfred and Annie had got together, so he just shrugged his shoulders and nodded sympathetically, and they sat in silence for a minute or two. Alfred stubbed out the end of his cigarette, started to roll another and said;

“You know Chapman's Oil and Colour Store in the High Street?” 

“The paint shop... yes, why?”  

“I’ve been watching their shop for a couple of weeks now, Thomas. The manager hands over the week’s takings every Monday morning to old man Chapman the

owner. It’s a busy shop, and that’s a lot of money that could sort out both of our money problems”

“I’m not getting into any of that, Thomas Farrow is a nice old bloke, his wife’s a bit of a shrew, but he’s a lovely feller.” 

“Maybe so, but times are tough, I have had enough of Annie, and I want to get out of England. A friend of mine reckons that for a few quid, he can get me on a merchant ship out of Southampton bound for America, and that I could jump ship there and make my fortune. He reckons that the gold rush isn’t over, that there is still a lot of gold to be found. I’ve had it with this fucking town and this fucking country. What has anyone ever done for us? There’s no money, no work, the toffs treat us like shit, and the rich get richer while we poor sods get poorer; there’s no future in this country for the likes of us. He took another gulp of his pint and then said;

“Look, Albert, we can go together if you want to come with me, in two years we could be living off the hog's back in New York City. But we will need some money to get there and to live on until we strike it rich” Alfred sat back and drank his beer while he waited for his brother’s response, which was slow in coming. After a few minutes, he said he needed to take a piss and asked Albert to lend him some money so he could get the drinks on the way back. Albert, sighing once again, gave him fourpence for the two pints of beer.

While he was gone, Albert thought about what Alfred had said. He had no intentions of going anywhere with Alfred, especially to America, where he knew that if he went it would be him that would be doing the digging for the gold while Alfred was chatting to the ladies or getting pissed in the nearest pub, but on the other hand, if Alfred went to America, then he would not have to see him, lend him money or be intimidated by him ever again.

By this time, Alfred was making his way back from the bar with the two drinks. With all of the beer that Alfred had consumed that day, he was a little unsteady on his feet, and he bumped into an old man who was standing talking to a few mates, spilling half of one of the drinks onto the man’s shoes and trousers. A few words were exchanged, but the man with the wet trousers knew of Alfred’s fractious reputation and decided to walk away to another area in the pub rather than argue the point.

“Stupid old bastard, if he were a few years younger, I would have decked him,” said Alfred, sitting down and handing the half-empty glass that he had spilt to Albert.

Albert sighed again and thought about Alfred going to America, and then said, “So tell me a little more about Chapman’s paint shop.”

Alfred took another drink of beer and picked up Albert's roll-up tin. “I’ve spent a lot of time watching the shop, and it’s busy all of the time from early morning when painters pick up paint on the way to a job, right up until they close at nine o’clock at night. I reckon the week’s takings would be at least £30 or £40. The Farrows are both in their seventies, half-blind, and doddery. If we go early in the morning when they are least expecting it, we could scare the bejesus out of them and be out with the money in no time. We lay low for a few days and wait for things to settle down, then split the money. If it’s forty quid, then £25 for me and £15 for you, as I’m the one who planned the job. By next weekend, we could be on a ship steaming towards New York and our fortunes.”

Already, Albert was £10 worse off than Alfred, but even so, it would take him four or five months to earn £15, assuming he could get a full-time job. It would take him a year to earn £15 picking up casual labouring work on the docks or markets. The more he thought about it, the more sense it made. Chapman, the owner of the shop, had two other paint shops in London, and he was loaded with money; the week's takings from one of his shops would hardly make a difference to his life. If he did what his brother suggested, this time next week, his money worries would be over, at least for a little while, and his brother would soon be gone, leaving him in peace and hopefully never to see or hear from him again. He could even ask Kate to marry him, and they could rent a better place to live. He could buy a bike, look further afield for work, and be sure to get a proper job. For Kate, he could buy her a...Albert was interrupted from his reverie by Alfred slamming his glass down on the table and saying: 

“It’s your round, ratbag” ...yeah, thought Albert as he got to his feet, it was a great idea.

When Albert returned with the drinks, Alfred was writing a list in his childish handwriting on the back of a cardboard beer mat.

Albert interrupted Alfred's doodling and said, “I’ll do the job, but I am not going to America with you. I have Kate here, and I like living in Deptford. America is not the place for me.”

Alfred said, “OK, no problem, suit yourself, but don’t come crying to me when your money runs out and I’m living in a fancy New York house, eating thick

beef steaks in posh restaurants, driving around in one of those fancy new cars and surrounded by beautiful women” 

Albert knew that it was all talk; Alfred would probably only get as far as Southampton and would piss the money away in no time. And even if he did make it as far as America, he was far too lazy to go looking for gold, but whatever happened to him, Albert would be free of him soon if he went along with Alfred’s plan. 

“Right; Chapman picks the money up every Monday around 12.00, so it’s either tomorrow or we wait a week,” said Alfred. “I just want to get away from here as soon as possible, so we can do it tomorrow morning early”. He looked at his list, “We’ll need two masks. I’ll sort the masks out, and they sell rope in their paint shop, so we won’t need to take any rope with us to tie them up with when we leave. Oh, and we will need a weapon each to scare them with”

Albert shouted, “Wait, what do you mean we’ll need a weapon each?  I thought you said they would be scared and they would just hand over the money”

“Bloody hell, Albert, keep your voice down. Why not just go down the street to the police station and tell them what we are planning to do... yes, they will be scared, and we will be in and out in a few minutes, but we will have to look menacing so they know we mean business. Or maybe you think we should just knock on the door and say Excuse me, Thomas, we have come to take last week’s takings. If you don’t hand over the money this minute, I am going to shout at you very loudly and probably also swear at you and your lovely wife. For god’s sake, use a bit of that tiny brain that you’ve got between your ears for once. No wonder the navy threw you out.”

Albert was having second thoughts; maybe it wasn’t such a good idea after all. If it all went wrong, he could end up in prison. 

Alfred could see that his spineless brother was wavering, and he didn’t want to do the job alone. It was a two-man job, one man to keep the old woman quiet and the other one to get Thomas Farrow to hand over the week's takings.

Alfred tried to placate Albert, “Look, Albert, they are in their seventies, how much resistance do you think they will put up? It’s not even their money, it's Chapman’s. We’ll wave the weapons around, scream at them and look threatening, and we will be out of there with the money in no time.

“I don’t know...what if the old woman has a heart attack or...or what if their son is staying there? He’s a big, mean bastard.”

“She’s not going to have a heart attack; she's as strong as an ox. Have you seen her lifting those paint tins when they get a delivery? She’s stronger than you

are, though that’s not saying much. Their son lives miles away, and when he is there, his bike is always chained up outside. If his bike is there, we will call it off for a week and go back again next Monday. Come on, Albert, stop being a Jessie, be a man for once in your life, Dad was right, you are the runt of the litter.”

That did it; that’s all he ever got from Alfred: insults; he wanted Alfred out of his life for good. If he didn’t do this now, he would probably never get another chance to be rid of him, so there and then he decided he would do it, and the money was secondary now he just wanted a life of his own without his brother always making snide remarks and belittling him, he had put up with it for 20 years except for the few months he was in the navy. If he did the job, tomorrow would be the last day he would have to suffer his insults. He downed his pint and said, “OK, I’m in as long as there is no violence.” 

A smile spread across Alfred’s face. “That’s the spirit, Albert; trust me, nothing is going to go wrong. Have I ever let you down? Let’s have one more for the road.” Albert got up and pushed his way through the crowd towards the bar, thinking, when has he never let me down?

When he got back with the drinks, they decided that they would meet at the corner of High Street and Reginald Road the next morning around six o’clock. Alfred would bring the masks and a large jemmy bar he had at home. He told Albert to bring a threatening weapon as well, just for show. Albert said he had a wooden baton he had kept when he absconded from the naval barracks and would bring it. They would do the job, then head back up Reginald Road to the Thames and throw the weapons and masks in the river and then head back to Alfred’s place to divide the money. It was 10.30, and the pub was closing; they had both drunk too much, and the last thing that they needed was a hangover the next morning, but there wasn’t much that they could do about that now. They staggered part of the way home together, going over the plan and talking about what they were going to do with their share of the money, before taking different directions, Albert to Kate’s room and Alfred to Annie’s.  

Kate was asleep when Albert crept into the room that they shared. He tried to be quiet, but while standing up, trying to take off one of his shoes, he lost his balance and landed on top of Kate on the bed.

“For Christ’s sake, Albert, no, I’m tired, you want that you should have come home earlier. God, you stink of beer and cigarettes.”

Albert just giggled, took off his clothes, and got into bed next to her.

“You’ve been with your brother again, haven’t you?”

“Guilty as charged”

“Why, Albert, you know what he’s like, why can’t you just walk away when you see him?”

“I won’t be seeing him at all soon; he is going away to the good old USA”

“What on earth are you talking about? Where is he getting the money to go to America? He can’t afford to get the bus to Lewisham, never mind cross the Atlantic.”

“It’s all in hand, my petal; soon he will be gone, never to be seen again. I think at last our ship is coming in, at the same time that Alfred's ship is leaving.

“You’re drunk and talking rubbish. I’m too tired to listen to your riddles. Tell me in the morning, I have to catch the train to work at nine o’clock”

Albert sat up and started to set the alarm clock. “I have a bit of cash work to do tomorrow and need to be up at five. I’ll reset the alarm for you for eight o’clock before I leave. Goodnight, Katie. After tomorrow, our lives are going to be so different”

“Kate rolled away from him to the other side of the bed. “Yeah, sure, Albert, we’re living in the land of milk and honey.”

Meanwhile, Alfred was getting a tongue lashing from Annie, who was sobbing.

“My mum was right; you’re a no-good waster. We have no food to eat, no coal for the fire, my clothes are just rags, my one pair of shoes has got holes in them, but you can find the money to get pissed again. When are you going to get a job? 

“For Christ’s sake, give it a rest, Annie”

“Dad told me many times that he can get you a start at the slaughterhouse. It’s not much money, but with overtime we would be alright. My mum and dad live alright on the money that he earns there.”

Sick of her nagging and knowing that he wasn’t going to be in England this time next week, Alfred pretended to think about it for a minute, then said, “You know what, Annie? Maybe you're right. I need to get a job, and I have always wanted to work with animals. I have a small job I need to do and need to organise it, so I will be a bit busy this week. Tell your dad to fix me up with an interview next week, give it a few months, and I’ll be running the place”

Annie was stunned. “Really, you always said that you didn’t want to work with my dad, that he was a pompous old git and that you wouldn’t piss on him if he was on fire.”

“Only in jest, Annie, he’s grand, he really is. I can’t wait to spend more time with him at work and get to know him better. We just got off on the wrong foot when I moved in with his beautiful daughter.”

“Yes”, she giggled “, he took that quite badly...what are you looking for in my drawer?”

“Just need an old pair of stockings for a job I need to do tomorrow. Don’t worry, I will replace them with five pairs of new ones as soon as I get my first week's pay.”

Annie picked up her hankie and started to cry again. “I was waiting up for you; there is something I need to tell you. I was dreading telling you because we have no money, and we have been fighting a lot, but now that you’re going to be working with dad and earning a wage, I feel so much better about it”

“What is it, Annie?” Alfred said as he stuffed the stockings into his pocket and looked for the scissors.

“I haven’t had my period for the second month; I think that I’m pregnant with your child”

Alfred looked stunned, and then the look turned to anger. He and Annie had fought a few days before when he caught Annie eying another man in the pub that they were drinking in, and he had to give her a slap. If Annie were pregnant, knowing Annie’s history, it could be anyone’s brat. He took a couple of deep breaths to calm himself down, then forced a big smile on his face. He went over to where Annie was sitting, took her in his arms and said, “Annie, that’s wonderful news, first a new job and now you tell me I’m going to be a father. Can life get any better?” 

Annie wrapped her arms around him and started to cry even harder, but now they were tears of happiness; everything was going to be alright after all.  Alfred, while patting her back and kissing her neck, said, “I love you so much, Annie, how I ever deserved to have someone like you in my life I will never know.” While thinking to himself, he realised that’s another reason he needs to be leaving for America next week.
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It was a typical cold, damp March morning, with thick fog drifting up through the streets from the Thames. Because most of the street lights were not working, it was still dark when the brothers met on Deptford High Street, and it would not start to get light for another half hour. Albert was heavily hungover, and when he greeted his brother, his breath stunk of vomit. Alfred, being the heavier drinker of the two, showed no ill effects of the previous night's drinking.

“You look like crap, Albert, and your breath smells like you've eaten your socks. Here, suck on one of these,” said Albert, taking a packet out of his pocket and handing his brother an extra-strong mint.

Albert, feeling too sick to worry about his brother's comments, just took the mint and sighed again and thought. This time next week, he will be gone from my life.

“Did you bring a weapon?” Albert withdrew the long wooden batten that he had pushed down the leg of his trousers before he left home and handed it to his brother. Alfred slapped his hand a couple of times with it and said, “Yeah, that will do the trick”. 

“You said that there would be no violence, Alfred. I’m not going through with it if you think that we are going to need it”

“Don’t worry, brother, they will hand over the money just to get us out of their shop; we just have to scare them enough for them to believe that we are willing to use them”

Albert was still sceptical, but he held his tongue and said nothing more. He felt his stomach churning again and ran around the corner into Reginald Road and threw up what was left in his stomach, which was mainly bile.

When he came back, his brother was laughing at him; “You should give up drinking beer, it’s a man's drink, you should drink sherry, that’s more of a lady's drink.”

Albert, who felt scared, ill and angry, considered taking the baton from his trousers and beating his brother to death with it, but as usual, he just sighed, and they started walking down the High Street towards Chapman’s Oil and Colour Store.

Fifteen minutes later, they stood in an alley opposite the store. Alfred took the two masks from his pockets and handed one to Albert. Albert accepted it and tried it on, trembling.

“Right, make sure that you tie the mask tight and take out the baton. Just follow me and let me do the talking. Say as little as possible and try to disguise your voice, you don’t want either of them to recognise us,” said Alfred while slipping the second mask over his head.

“OK, Alfred, but no violence, I mean it, they are just an old couple, you don’t need to hurt them”

“Shut your mouth, I’m sick of listening to your bleating, just do as you're told and follow me” 

Alfred peered around the corner of the alley to make sure that the street was clear, and they both walked across the street towards the paint shop.

By now, the dawn was starting to break, and they could see each other better. Alfred checked Albert's mask to make sure that he had tied it tight, and of course, the halfwit hadn’t, and Alfred had to re-tie it for him, muttering, “For Christ's sake, do I have to do everything?” 

The shop didn’t open until 8.30 am and stayed open until 9.00 pm or later, but it was not unusual for painters and decorators to knock on the door early in the morning to pick up supplies on their way to a job. Thomas Farrow, always keen to earn extra money for his boss, for which he was paid a bonus, never turned customers away.

Alfred rapped three times sharply on the door, re-checked his mask and shuffled his feet, waiting for the door to open. He could hear his brother behind him breathing loudly through the mask and jiggling some loose coins in his pocket nervously, and Alfred hoped his brother was up to this. He gave it a few more seconds and knocked again, this time louder.

“OK, hold your horses, I’m coming, just let me make myself decent”, came a voice from inside the shop.

Two minutes later, with the sound of the lock unlatching and two bolts being drawn, the door slowly began to open; “Jesus, you blokes are getting earlier and earlier, do you think that I never need to sleep?” Thomas Farrow opened the door fully and stared into the eyes of the two masked men. “For Christ's sake, who are you?”

Before he could slam the door shut, Alfred pushed the old man back into the shop, and Farrow fell backwards over a tin of paint that was behind him on the floor, and he landed on his back.

The two brothers entered the shop, and while Alfred stood over the shopkeeper brandishing his jemmy bar threateningly, Albert slammed the door shut and bolted it as he had been instructed to do the night before when they had been planning the job.

“Right, where are the week's takings? Don’t piss me off, old man. You can hand me the money right now, or we can beat it out of you, and believe me, you don’t want that. The choice is yours”

“What week’s takings? I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about?”

Alfred slammed the jemmy across Thomas Farrow's cheek, opening up a jagged gash from chin to eye.

“For fuck’s sake, Alfred, what are you doing?” screamed Albert.

Alfred stared at his brother in astonishment, not believing that they had been in the shop for less than a minute and already old man Farrow knew his name.

Farrow groaned, held his bloody cheek and tried to crawl away. Alfred gave him a heavy kick to the stomach and said, “Stay right where you are, then got down on his haunches and looked Farrow in the eye. “Where do you keep the money, old man, if you don’t want to tell me, we can always go and ask your wife?”

Farrow spat some of the blood from his mouth and said, “Ok...ok I’ll give you the money; don’t hurt the misses or me”

There was a squeaky floorboard sound on the upstairs landing, and a voice shouted down, “Who is it? Thomas, is that Cyril again? He’s getting earlier and earlier, I’ll put the kettle on, I suppose he will want a cuppa before he leaves”

“Please leave her alone, I’ll go upstairs and get the money and come back down”

“We will all go up together if it’s all the same to you,” said Alfred, grabbing Farrow by the arm and dragging him to his feet.

Walking towards the stairs, Albert was now physically shaking and making whimpering sounds from under his mask, and Alfred knew that his brother was going to be of very little use to him now. He should never have offered to bring him along; he would have been better off doing the job on his own. You try to help your family, and this is where it gets you. There was no way that he would be giving Albert £15; he would keep the £40 for himself or maybe give him a fiver to keep him quiet, he decided. They climbed the stairs, Farrow leading the way, with Alfred prodding him with the jemmy just to let him know what to expect if he changed his mind, and with Albert lagging. Alfred kept checking that Albert was behind him, as he wouldn’t have been surprised if his pigeon-livered brother turned back and ran out of the front door.

As they neared the top of the stairs, Mrs Farrow’s slippered feet appeared; “I’ll be down in a minute”, she shouted. “Oh, you’re here, Thomas... you did give me a fright, what have you done to your face?”

“Shut up and get back in your room, you old bitch”, screamed Alfred from behind Mr Farrow.

Mrs Farrow peered around her husband and saw the two masked men brandishing weapons. She screamed and ran back into her bedroom, slamming the door behind her. 

“Don’t hurt her, I’ll get you the money, then bugger off and leave us alone”, pleaded Farrow

Alfred motioned for Albert to come further up the stairs as he pushed Farrow onto the landing. “You go and stay in there with the old bag and keep her quiet. I’ll get the money with Farrow, and then we can get out of here.” 

Albert tried the door, but Mrs Farrow was standing behind it, trying to keep them out. “She won’t let me in”, stuttered Albert

“Oh, for Christ’s sake, do I have to do everything? Watch the old man here and get out of my way”  

Alfred turned the handle of the door and, with an almighty shove, pushed the door open, sending Mrs Farrow flying across the room and onto the floor.

“Don’t hurt her, please. I will get you the money,” shouted Thomas Farrow.

“Too bloody right you will, we’ve wasted enough time. Get in there and watch her and be ready to go in a few minutes,” he screamed at Albert.

Albert entered the bedroom to find that Mrs Farrow had got up from the floor and was now crying, hiding under the blankets of her bed.

“It’s ok, I’m not going to hurt you, just stay quiet, and we will be gone soon, please don’t cry, everything will be ok”

Meanwhile, Mr Farrow was leading Alfred to the second bedroom that was used as an office. Farrow went to a desk, opened the bottom drawer, took out a cash box and handed it to Alfred. “Here, take it and be gone. I hope that you rot in hell”

Alfred took the box, then looked up at Farrow and saw that Farrow was studying him, looking at his eyes and what he could see of his face and ears. Alfred had noticed Farrow had stared at his hands when Farrow had handed him the cash box, probably seeing the scars across his knuckles from when he had boxed. Alfred wasn’t sure, but he thought that he saw a glimmer of recognition in Farrow’s eyes. Deptford was a small town, and most people knew one another by sight if not by name. The old man already knew his first name, thanks to his half-wit brother. If Farrow didn’t already know who he was now, when he gave the police his name and description, it wouldn’t be long before the police put two and two together and came looking for him.

Alfred led Farrow back down the stairs to check the till for more money. 

“Open the till, old man”

Farrow opened the till but it was empty.

Alfred looked at Farrow and said, “You know who I am, don’t you?”

“No...no, I have no idea who you are, and I don’t care who you are, you got what you came for, just take the money and your brother and leave us be.”

Alfred stared at Farrow for about a minute, nodding his head and smiling. He put the cash box on top of the counter and held the jemmy in both hands. “How do you know that he is my brother if you don’t know who I am?”

The old man looked up into Alfred’s eyes with a defeated look on his face; he knew that he had made a terrible mistake, and he also knew that Alfred would now kill him and maybe his wife if he did not do something quickly. Thomas gathered what little strength he had left and pushed Alfred with all of his might, and made a run for the door, kicking over a stack of paint tins that were in his way. If he could get to the street, there would be people heading for work, and he could get some help. Alfred picked himself up from the floor and scrambled over the paint tins after Farrow. Luckily for Alfred, Albert had done one thing right that morning: bolted the door securely. Farrow had managed to slide back the top bolt and was reaching down towards the floor to release the bottom bolt when Alfred brought the metal bar down on his head with a sickening crunch, and Farrow dropped to the floor. Alfred grabbed him by the scruff of his collar and dragged the old man back to the middle of the room. He looked dead, but he gave him another three or four heavy blows to the head just to be certain. Panting, Alfred sat down on one of the tins of paint, put his head in his hands and wondered why everything always went wrong for him. Would he never get a break in his life? Why was life so unfair? 

He was woken from his stupor by loud screaming from upstairs. Mrs Farrow must have heard the commotion downstairs and was hysterically shouting her husband’s name. Either that or Albert had done something to her, but knowing Albert, he doubted that. Alfred picked up the cash box and the jemmy and ran up the stairs, taking them two at a time, and burst into the bedroom. Albert was standing against the wall with his hands over his ears and eyes closed, muttering to himself. Mrs Farrow was sitting up in bed, screaming like a banshee. Alfred pushed Albert aside, approached the bed and brought the jemmy down as hard as he could onto Mrs Farrow’s head. The room fell silent except for Albert's mumbling, who was still covering his ears with his hands and with his eyes closed, muttering, “Make her stop, make her stop” over and over again. Alfred put the cash box down, secured the jemmy in his trousers and roughly pushed his brother out of the bedroom and onto the landing. “Wait here, don’t move or go anywhere, I will be back in a minute”, and Alfred returned to the bedroom. He surveyed the bloody scene. How had this gone so wrong? They had been in the paint shop for less than half an hour, and one man was lying dead downstairs, and his wife was now dead upstairs. It should have been a simple job, an old, harmless couple; we should have been in and out in a few minutes with me on my way to America by the weekend. Why did I bring Albert with me? It’s all his fault. Alfred picked up the cash box, took out the envelope that held the week’s takings and threw the empty cash box to the floor. He sat on the edge of the bed, careful not to get any of Mrs Farrow’s blood on him that was pooling in the middle of the bed and proceeded to count the money. It didn’t take long...£13.10, was that all? He sat for a few seconds, pushing the money back into the envelope and placing it in his jacket pocket while looking at the carnage around him. He then gave out a loud, blood-curdling scream of frustration. He stood up, took out the jemmy from his trousers and hit Mrs Fuller a couple more times and left the bedroom, slamming the door behind him.

Outside on the landing, Albert had recovered a little; he was no longer mumbling, but tears were rolling down his cheeks from under the mask, and he looked as if he was in shock.

“It’s gone quiet in there. You’ve killed her, haven’t you?” he said, looking down at the floor.

Alfred took off his mask, wiped his sweating face with it, then sat down on the top stair and put his head in his hands. “Yes, Albert, I have killed her and I have killed him as well. After you gave him my name, I think that he recognised me; if he recognised me, maybe she did as well, or maybe she recognised you, I couldn’t take the chance.

“Oh God no, what are we going to do, Alfred...you said
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