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  Richard Dacre and The Murder Room




  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the

  emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters

  of second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which

  have been out of print for decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally

  ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  Note




  The events of the following novel occupy almost a year in the career of DCI Sam Hoskins. Canton and Ocean Beach are a creation of the novelist’s imagination. Their police

  forces, politicians and citizens exist only as a fantasy. In one sense, Canton is any city. In the near future, it may be every city.
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  PART ONE




  

    Summer




  



  Chapter One




  ‘Playtime’. The green electric script faded like old silk in the bright haze of the summer morning. Beyond the white freshly painted pier pavilions the tide’s

  sluggish ripples caught the misty sunlight in a glitter of glass fragments. The light wind dropped as the tide slackened. Women in the striped canvas chairs were shrugging off their cardigans,

  drawing up skirts above the knee, exposing pale winter flesh to the promise of Sunday warmth.




  Elaine stood to one side of the green electric sign. Overhead two rows of white bulbs flashed on and off in sequence, creating a dance of light round the eaves of the amusement pavilion. Beneath

  her, the iron girders of the pier echoed a rush and rattle of waves on sand-coloured shingle.




  In her short skirt with grey pleats, her white blouse and school tie, the regulation knee-socks, she looked more like a lumpish ill-mannered child than a young woman. But even at fifteen years

  old, childhood was something for which she felt only good riddance.




  At that moment she was looking for a man, somewhere in the slow-moving crowds of Sunday trippers. She had no idea of his name, age, or appearance. Such things were not important to her. He was

  there, all right. Somewhere. In a few minutes more she would probably find him. And then he was going to be very sorry that he had ever set foot in Ocean Beach. Very, very sorry indeed.




  The girl glanced across the sands towards the duck-egg-blue rails of the Cakewalk promenade. All the deck-chairs were full by eleven o’clock with the crowds that had come by car from the

  valley towns or by the metro-rail from the shabby streets of Canton itself. The pages of the News of the World or the Sunday People were spread out against the growing heat. Their

  headlines ran in ceaseless repetition along the rows of pier deck-chairs, like messages tapped out from a doomed liner. SABOTAGE IN CAPE AIR RACE . . . DEAD BABY SENT THROUGH POST . . . A pre-war

  photograph of the Duchess of Windsor in a black dress filled a centre page.




  Del and Sonny were waiting as patiently as the girl. They leant on the promenade rails, near the kiosks of the pier-approach and the painted scrolls. ‘Jokes, Tricks, and Magic’ . . .

  ‘Films and Cigarettes’ . . . In the warm sheltered air the smell of fresh marine paint was stronger. A perfume of tobacco smoke lingered between the stalls. Like a dozen other young men

  nearby, Del and Sonny each rested a sharp toecap on the lower rail and waited for the fun to begin.




  Fainter still in the strengthening sunlight, the white electric pearls danced unnoticed round the pavilion roof. Someone inside turned a switch. The green script flickered ‘Playtime’

  once more and then went dead.




  It was Del who caught the movement of Elaine’s head first as she leant on the pier rail and looked at them. He threw away his half-smoked cigarette with an impatient gesture learnt from

  the movie screen.




  ‘C’mon , Son!’ he said. ‘She’s got one.’




  They pushed forward, nudging and jostling among the crowd, to reach the turnstile. Passing through it, they came up level with the girl. There was nothing remarkable in their appearance. Any one

  of a hundred shabby terraces or high-rises in Barrier or Orient, or the dockland of Canton’s Peninsula district might have been home to them.




  Elaine was the youngest. The lank hair lay loose on her shoulders from its central parting, framing the broad oval of her pale face with its narrowed eyes and thin mouth. The pleated grey skirt

  of the uniform scarcely covered the pallor of her sturdy adolescent thighs. Tossing her fair hair into place, she looked up the deck towards her prey, directing the attention of the other two.




  Del, at twenty, was two years older than Sonny Hassan. He appeared an easy-going fair-skinned giant, somewhat overweight. A blond kiss-curl and a humorous twist to the mouth suggested good

  nature and gentleness. A closer look showed that the heavy upper lip was curved in a slight but rigid deformity, resembling a sneer rather than a smile. He moved down the pier deck with a lounging

  walk, something between a sailor’s roll and the flat-footedness of a cartoon animal.




  The rings on his right hand were not worn from sentiment or for display. Their edges were sharpened brass. With his fist clenched, Del could break a man’s nose on the brass edges or lay

  open a cheek with no more effort than knocking on a door. He stared down the pier deck. Hot nougat smells from the sweet-stalls hung in the warm air. He could spot the target fifty feet away. The

  upper lip moved in scornful self-confidence.




  ‘’s a piece of piss,’ he said.




  Sonny Hassan looked at him quickly and grinned. Sonny’s long dark nose and quizzical eyes, like his name, were the legacy of a lascar seaman who had visited his mother rarely and briefly

  in a dockland house off Martello Square. But though wiry and fast as a bantam, Sonny was apt to defer to Del’s authority in business of this kind.




  With a quicker eye for commercial value, it was Sonny who already had two girls working the street for him. They might be shopgirls during the day. But when evening came they were ponies in

  Sonny Hassan’s stable. He walked with a short energetic swagger, proud of his investments. Del disapproved but tolerated the arrangement. He cared nothing for the girls. Even so, there was

  something unmanly in living on a woman’s money, however it was earned.




  The target was in full view now. He was a beauty, Del thought, in his middle forties with dark hair and red neck. He looked short and stocky in grey flannels, his sports shirt hanging over fat

  hips and beer belly. Two brilliantined flaps of hair lined the bald division along his skull. The man’s face wore the expectant, purposeless expression of the casual tripper. His woman was

  plump and pale, a timidity in her brown eyes and soft freckled face.




  The couple wandered into the amusement pavilion halfway down the length of the pier. Del and Sonny closed the distance a little. The fluorescent-lit pavilion with its bare decking and iron

  rafters echoed like the din of a machine-shop. Del stood by the leather punch-ball on its stand of varnished wood. He grinned at the ‘Test Your Strength’ dial. Steadying the ball with

  his left hand, he danced on his toes and delivered a short downward jab with his right fist. The ball rattled violently against the wood. Del hoped the mug and his woman were watching. No need to

  waste a coin and see the needle measure his strength on its dial. Better than anyone else, he knew how strong he was.




  The man and woman wandered past the electric pintables with their mushroom scoring-coils and comic-strip images of glass display panels. ‘Playboy’ . . . ‘Top Card’ . . .

  ‘Diamond City’ . . . ‘Spaceman’ . . . The punter and his woman walked slightly apart, not speaking or touching one another. They had now assumed a vacant, uncomprehending

  look of boredom or sudden bereavement. Electric colour flashed and machinery rattled. Sonny knew that Del’s instinct was right.




  Elaine had gone ahead and chosen her place. It was beyond the amusement pavilion, just short of the Pleasure Palace at the end with its bars and arcades. She was standing at the pier rail, where

  a row of older machines had been set out as an antique curiosity. ‘Artist’s Model’ and ‘The First Night’, peep-shows of old cards in cast-iron cases. There was a

  horse-racing game, two metal animals wound along green linoleum by a pair of handles. In another glass case the gates of a little prison opened to show a toy figure, bound and hooded, being hanged

  by a pair of companions.




  Elaine leant on the rail, as the crowd moved slowly on towards the pier bars and the glasses of beer at sunny tables. She looked down at the bottle-green swell of the tide where it made little

  whirlpools round the girders. Her pose was assumed as carefully as any model on the peep-show cards. The hem of the little pleated skirt was drawn higher, baring her rather heavy young thighs

  suggestively above the white knee-socks. Slovenly but provocative, she offered a calculated glimpse of white elasticated web, the cotton briefs outlining her hips and buttocks. The tight material

  was awkwardly twisted and gathered, so that one fattened swell of pale flesh was half uncovered. Del smiled and knew that every pair of male or female eyes passing by would register the image.




  From time to time, she tossed clear her fair hair and glanced back over her shoulder. The dark narrowed eyes with their fleck of green, the tight sullen mouth, conveyed her adolescent impudence

  to the adult world.




  Del nudged Sonny. The mug and his woman were close now, not more than twenty feet from the girl.




  ‘Watch it, Son!’ he said quickly.




  The man and woman drew level with Elaine, the woman nearer the central glass wind-break, the man closer to the pier rail. Beyond the Arabian helter-skelter, an amplified steam-organ blasted out

  ‘The Good Old Summer Time’.




  Elaine jerked suddenly and straightened up. She swung her arm back at the level of her hips, as if lashing out at an insect that had bitten her thighs. The eyes were narrower still in fury as

  she spun round and bellowed after the man.




  ‘You dirty filthy thing! I’ll get the police to you!’




  Del and Sonny were beside her now. The sunbathers in the deck-chairs looked first at the girl and then for the man at whom she was shouting. To Del’s delight, the punter handed them a

  bonus. Hearing the shout just behind him, he turned round to see what the fuss was. His movement had the appearance of guilt as he stared at the girl.




  ‘Yes, you!’ she bellowed with childish indignation. ‘That’s the second time! Filthy thing! You do that again, I’ll have the police to you!’




  Del and Sonny came up to the man. Sonny was on the outside, Del stepped between the punter and his woman. As the man tried to turn away, they jostled him back with their shoulders and folded

  arms.




  ‘You mucky old sod,’ said Del pleasantly, almost as if they were sharing a joke at the girl’s outburst. ‘You want to keep them hands to yourself a bit more. Don’t

  you? Eh?’




  ‘I done nothing to her!’ The punter’s voice was strained in an effort to convey the exasperation of an innocent man. ‘Never touched her! Never even been

  near her!’




  ‘Don’t come it,’ said Sonny Hassan quietly. ‘You was bloody seen! And you tried it back there by the amusements. Only you didn’t get worse than a look from her

  then.’




  Del turned to Elaine, as if they were strangers.




  ‘You want a witness, my love?’




  Again the punter tried to turn away, showing the first sign of panic. Sonny and Del hemmed him in easily. They shouldered and blocked him in a small ring of spectators, who gathered at the sound

  of Elaine’s shouts. The woman stood apart, her face drawn in a look of repulsion, either at the two young men or perhaps because she believed them. Pathetic and silent, she left him to his

  own defence. But the man himself had recovered his wits and began to argue.




  ‘What’s this game, then?’ he said grimly. ‘I was never near her. And if you was watching, you know that. So what’s this game?’




  Del nudged against him, chewing casually, letting the spearmint breath into the man’s face.




  ‘Two saw you. Crafty old bugger. Touching up little girls on the side? Old lady not enough for you, is she?’




  ‘Let him alone!’ It was the voice of the punter’s woman at last. ‘He done nothing! He was with me! Leave us alone!’




  The ‘us’ worried Del a little. Whatever the woman thought, she was going to stand by her man. He caught Sonny’s glance briefly.




  ‘Right.’ Del stepped away from the man. ‘You’re alone, then. And you stay alone. I don’t never want to see you trying that on again with a girl. All right?

  Understand?’




  The punter stared dumbly. He was no match for the two young men and he knew better than to prolong the argument. Del was satisfied that the sullen silence would be taken for guilt by the

  onlookers.




  ‘Other thing,’ he said quietly to the man. ‘I don’t want to see you on this pier again. Not while I’m on it. Never!’




  To impress the point, he folded his right hand into a fist. The sunlight caught the square faces of the brass rings with a fogged gleam. The deformed lip lifted in a slight involuntary sneer.

  For a moment it seemed that the punter was prepared to argue again. But Del and Sonny moved away, strolling towards the arcading and the bars at the pier’s end. Del knew it would be all

  right. He could hear the woman pleading with her man, on the verge of tears, coaxing him into submission for his own sake. Whatever defiance he felt, his woman only wanted to get away, to hide from

  the knot of puzzled spectators.




  Where the pier opened out round the bars and arcades, the whoop of the Ghost Train and the electric splutter of dodgem poles was overlaid by the climactic chords of the steam-organ.




  

   

  I’ll be your tootsie-wootsie




  In the Good Old Summer Time . . .


   


  




  The Atlantic Bar was already doing business, wooden seats in the bright morning occupied by shirt-sleeved men with pint glasses of dark ale. Sonny and Del walked round the side of the wooden

  arcading, out of sight of the crowds. The wind was cooler at the end rail of the pier, the ocean glitter fading in infinite haze. The two young men faced one another and went through a pantomime of

  silent agonised hilarity.




  Del glanced back to make sure they were not being watched. Behind them, cars shone in the sun along the promenade like the carapaces of insects, blue, yellow, and black. From his pocket he took

  the punter’s wallet. The black leather bill-fold was worn to a dingy brown but fat with its contents. Sonny wrinkled his nose and did comic fast-breathing in anticipation.




  ‘She picked one!’ he said jubilantly. ‘She’s got a nose for it!’




  Del snapped the wallet open. He unfolded the banknotes and counted them.




  ‘Fifty-two quid,’ he said admiringly. ‘Not bad for a start.’




  Sonny slid a long finger into the leather pouch and hooked out a slip of paper, endorsed with a name. He read it and grinned.




  ‘Mr Jonas had a day at the races,’ he said mockingly.




  ‘Lucky day for Mr Jonas!’




  They looked at one another for a moment, heaving with silent laughter. Del counted out twenty pounds for Sonny and twenty for himself. He folded away the remainder for Elaine. Then he looked at

  the rest of the wallet’s contents. Two metro-rail tickets from Canton Orient to Ocean Beach. Two scraps of paper with addresses, telephone numbers, simple arithmetical calculations. An old

  handwritten letter, its single sheet of paper discoloured toffee-brown along the folds. Two small photographs, one of a child in a garden, the other of an elderly couple sitting in a front doorway.

  The edges of the snapshots were bent and their glaze flawed by tiny creases.




  He crumpled the paper scraps and dropped them in the sea, the tickets also. The letter and snapshots he tore into fragments and scattered them on the green water below. Last of all, he pitched

  the wallet out as far as it would go and saw it sink slowly.




  ‘Rubbish like that could hang us, Son,’ he said humorously.




  Then he brushed his blond kiss-curl into place and turned back towards the shore.




  


    

  




  Chapter Two




  As Del and Sonny moved out of sight, Elaine turned her back to the pier rail and leant against it. No one paid her much attention now. The punter and his woman had turned away

  towards the toll-booth. They walked with high dignity past the pier gates, shouting a final backward threat of reporting the incident. The girl knew there was no risk of that. Even when the mug

  found his hip pocket empty, he would think twice before repeating Del’s accusations to the beach patrol. Elaine had cultivated an unerring gift of recognition. It was as if she sensed in her

  victims the tendencies of which she accused them. That made it all the easier. It scared them into silence.




  Raising the two curtains of her lank fair hair on her thumbs, she drew them back behind her ears. The dark eyes with their fleck of green had narrowed again in the strong light. Now that the

  excitement of the sudden quarrel was over, the newspapers were spread out down the row of canvas chairs by the wind-break. Apart from a few surreptitious glances, the men and women who sat there

  had lost interest in her.




  Except for one. She had not seen him at first. He stood watching her through the glass of the wind-break from the far side of the pier deck. Elaine knew him as the man who had watched her scores

  of times in the previous six months. Just watching. Looking at her as if he was fixing her image in his mind. Never approaching, never speaking. Watching and, perhaps, waiting. He was a secret in

  her life, a secret kept even from Del and Sonny. She thought of him simply as The Man.




  It had begun early in the year. Walking home from school in the afternoons, Elaine was aware that The Man shared the route with her at the same time. About a quarter of a mile of it, from

  Shackleton Road and the school gates, past the Redlands estate, up the hill to the cement-coloured houses where she lived with her mother and stepfather, her unmarried elder sister and that

  sister’s daughter, who was referred to by family custom as being the parents’ third child.




  The Man did not follow her every day, only once or twice a week. And sometimes there was a week or a fortnight in which he was not to be seen. But then he would reappear like a ghost or a

  shadow. After his absence, Elaine would abruptly sense him there, without glancing round. It was like the shock of an invisible electric pulse between them. Or like knowing in the dark that someone

  was hiding on the path, silent and without moving. And when at length she looked round he was there. Always the same. Always walking about twenty feet behind her, watching.




  Elaine reacted with scorn rather than fear. She did not quite know whether The Man was dangerous or pathetic. Certainly less dangerous than most boys of her own age. She had learnt about men

  early, from Billy and Steve in unfrequented corners of the school grounds. It was common knowledge that there were men who had a preference for girls of her age. They were middle-aged men, she

  imagined, and she thought it possible that all middle-aged men shared these desires. There were magazines catering for such tastes, sold in the little newsagents’ shops beyond the station.

  They were full of photographs showing girls in school uniforms and men or women in mortarboards and gowns, carrying canes. They were punters’ rubbish, from what the girl could see. No one at

  Shackleton Comprehensive ever wore a gown, and canes had been illegal for several years.




  It was not in tribute to the magazines that Elaine wore her grey skirt as high up her legs as possible. There was rebellion and contempt for the adult world in her display. She found it

  indefinably exhilarating. And there was a feeling of triumph in knowing that she could make such a fool of The Man, more than twice her own age. Each afternoon when she walked home up the steep

  pavement ahead of him, high above the view across the Peninsula and the waveless dock-water, she taunted him with a display that she hoped would give him sleepless nights for a long time to

  come.




  On those afternoons, as she turned from the pavement and went up the steps that joined the estate path, The Man stood at the bottom of the bank and stared up at her. Elaine had once or twice

  shaken her hair back and looked round at him. But he stood there without expression, seeing more and more as she climbed. Whatever his motive he made no secret of his interest.




  She was not the least scared, as girls were supposed to be of such men. Perhaps that was because The Man’s appearance was ridiculous. His gabardine slacks and brown jacket were ordinary

  enough. The oddity was in his brown shoes with white piping, like an American actor she had once seen in an old film. And despite the crisp black hair, he seemed ancient to her. Forty, at least,

  and perhaps much more.




  The Man had only once followed her home in the evening, after she had been to a Blue Moon concert with Claire and Viv. Still Elaine was not frightened. It amused her to have an admirer who was

  far too timid to approach. On that evening, she had been tempted to give him a fright, to swing round and confront him. Or she might look down from the top of the bank and ask him if he had now

  seen everything he wanted. But that would be like breaking the rules of a private game. Then, perhaps, The Man might become dangerous.




  So it had gone on, from January until June, the strange consenting game. It was like a courtship ritual on the steep streets of Lantern Hill, the headland suburb across the water from Peninsula

  and the Canton Railway Dock. Elaine had said nothing to her mother or stepfather. There would have been questions about her own part in The Man’s conduct. Questions, too, about boys of her

  own age like Steve and Billy. Sooner or later, her answers would be unsatisfactory, they always were. And then her stepfather’s strap would be taken from its drawer. The strap and not the

  police represented the rule of law in the cement-coloured houses. No one had the least use for the police. It was thanks to them that Elaine was living with her mother’s second husband and

  not her own father.




  Leaning against the pier rail in the morning sunlight, it was easy for Elaine to pretend that she had not seen The Man beyond the glass partition of the wind-break. The tables were turned

  against him, the spy being spied upon. She turned and once more stared down at the whirlpools of the tide, her stomach pressing on the varnished rail. In an awkward lethargic posture she balanced

  like this on the polished wood. Once more the curve of her body drew the short skirt and the hem of the pants higher, the length of her thighs and the pale weight of her buttocks partially bare.

  She was sardonically aware of giving The Man the biggest treat of all.




  From time to time, she shook her fair hair back and glanced round, as if looking for Del and Sonny. In the corner of her vision she could make out that The Man was still staring at her through

  the glass partition. He was like a ghost in a darker world, the kingdom of the dead. She could just see that he had something dark in his hands, perhaps a camera. Elaine supposed that he was taking

  pictures of her to be enjoyed at leisure. A private collection of surreptitiously aimed snapshots.




  The thought of this engendered an acid contempt for him. He was pathetic, even sick, after all. Elaine straightened up, denying him the view with which she had taunted him so far. She saw that

  Del and Sonny were walking back from the end of the pier. When they reached her, she need only complain to them of The Man, the annoyance caused by the stranger taking suggestive photographs of

  her. Suddenly she decided that she would like to see The Man’s scared face, even to watch him fisted once or twice by Del’s armoured knuckles.




  But that would be risky, so soon after the lifting of the wallet. In any case, by the time that Del and Sonny reached her, The Man had vanished, as he always did. Whenever he watched her, she

  was on her own. Whenever she was accompanied, he was nowhere to be seen. Never a witness. There was something about The Man that suggested he was not merely another punter, after all. The thought

  of it nagged her like a faint and premature warning.




  She walked with Del and Sonny in their jackets and slim-legged trousers. The three of them passed through the pier turnstile on to the promenade. Along the Cakewalk, the crowds from the car

  parks and the metro-rail were packed still deeper, moving slowly as the tide. The ‘Old Timer’ corporation buses with their royal blue livery and ancient advertisements had been brought

  out as a novelty for the season on Bay Drive. Their sides were painted with long bright slogans in summer colours. Jupp’s Ales . . . Zambuc Ointment . . . Gilbey’s Odds-On Cocktail.




  The little grey skirt fluttered against the top of Elaine’s pale thighs in a light quirk of wind. She tossed her fair hair into place contemptuously and put The Man from her thoughts.




  The public address system on the pier had begun to blast the warm air with its promotion for that night’s rock concert at the Blue Moon Club. Elaine narrowed her eyes against the glitter

  of the warm sea.




  ‘C’mon !’ she said impatiently. ‘Let’s have some fun!’




  


    

  




  Chapter Three




  The afternoon streets between the clock tower and the pier were deserted in the Sunday heat. Behind tinted display-glass, the sales concourses of the big stores lay dark and

  still as ancient temples. Lunch was over. The trippers had left the fish restaurants and milk-bars of Rundle Street, returning to the deck-chairs along the Cakewalk and the sands of Ocean Beach.

  Elaine walked between Del and Sonny, the three of them eating warm food from plastic cups.




  ‘You gotta think of it sooner or later,’ Sonny Hassan said sharply. ‘Unless you want to spend all your life knocking over punters’ wallets. Not too big, the first time. I

  don’t say you could take over Canton city and Mel Cooney just like that. But what’s Ocean Beach? It’s not Canton and Cooney. Cooney don’t want it. Just old Pruen. Old

  betting-shop dodger with a wedge of hot money. When the rest hear he’s had a proper kicking, they’ll be good as gold. Girls. Clubs. The squires and the queers that run them. All they

  want to know is who’s in charge. Old men, mostly. I could take the lot. One-handed.’




  ‘Piece of piss,’ Del said. ‘Any case, with what you could take off Pruen, we could set ourselves up. Buy some rations and flog them round the Blue Moon concerts. Buy a piece of

  the Blue Moon or the Petshop.’




  With a quick turn of his wrist he screwed up the plastic cup, spun it in the air and batted it into the gutter with his fingers. Despite his lumbering walk, the movements had the self-confident

  dexterity of a stage juggler.




  Sonny, walking with a tight-hipped swagger, thought about it. He talked of squires and their clubs as his contemporaries did about football. There were stars and contenders, scores and feuds.

  The game was mostly timing and nerve.




  ‘We could be big,’ he said. ‘All you need is to want it. Most don’t. Word is, Cooney gave up the Beach when he got to city councillor. More important things. And Neville

  the Mouse got topped in the Town River, doing a runner from the law. Stupid little half-chance bastard he was. There’s no one else standing in the way. Fuck-all. Even the law only wants a

  quiet town.’




  Del slipped a wafer of spearmint from its wrapper and began to chew.




  ‘Wanker like Pruen!’ he said contemptuously. He crumpled the silver wrapper and shied it after a man walking several yards in front of them.




  Elaine’s hair spilt aslant her face again and she tossed it back into place.




  ‘Pruen’s old woman? You going to fist her too?’




  Del chewed and thought about it, but not for long. He grinned.




  ‘Would if we had to. If it was her or me. Only we won’t have to. Not the way it’s going to be. She’ll do what Pruen says. And Pruen won’t give bother. When a prat

  like him sees his old lady about to get a smacking, he won’t make trouble. Never. Cuts the balls right off his kind.’




  ‘If there’s any hitting,’ she said doubtfully, ‘you two can do it.’




  Sonny Hassan had walked ahead a little in the broad empty shopping parade. He gave a short helpless laugh of exasperation at such stubbornness and turned upon the girl.




  ‘There won’t be! What’s in Pruen’s place is mainly dog-track money. That and a bit of casino and whorehouse. It’s what’s taken in cash at the tables

  and never seen in the books. He’s not going to want the law and the income tax inquiring after that. See? He can’t go round screaming about money he’s not supposed to have in the

  first place. Right? He’s made for being hit. Any case, he’s got up everyone’s nose round here. There’s no one going to weep for old Pruen.’




  ‘He could fight,’ Elaine said resentfully. ‘Him or his mob.’




  Del came to Sonny’s support with a scornful grin.




  ‘Old Pruen? He might have fought twenty years ago. Not now. Not with two on him. No chance. He’s well gone fifty. And he’s got no mob. Not any more. Just an old dosser with his

  savings put away.’




  ‘There’s bound to be others,’ she said.




  ‘In the house?’ Sonny’s eyes slanted with a gleam of mockery. ‘There’s Pruen, his old lady, and a horsey that works as maid or something. Gives old Pruen a blow

  through on his birthday and Christmas. That’s all. Three gag-rags, some handy cord, and you could do what you liked with ’em. Five minutes with a razor or a lighted match. Pruen would

  be begging you to take his last penny. And if I should have to fist an old bag like Muriel Pruen, I’ll do it. All right? Good and strong!’




  Rundle Street was like a canyon, the walls of the high buildings dark as cave-rock, and the sky above a pale soaring blue. The three of them crossed from the fish restaurant to the Luxor Palace,

  its cinema modernism all black glass and white tiles. The square white tower of its ventilation shaft, the name embroidered in red neon, rose against the hot depth of holiday sky. In the

  chromium-edged display cases, Joseph Cotton and Joan Fontaine regarded one another with the intensity of monochrome romance. Elaine looked sidelong at her escort.




  ‘Who’s the skivvy?’




  Sonny shrugged, casual in his contempt.




  ‘Some scrubber. Noreen something-or-other. Eighteen or nineteen. Ma Pruen’s companion, so called. Pruen gives her a gallop when they can get enough spinach into him.’




  ‘She might give trouble,’ the girl said.




  Del touched his upper lip with his tongue, humorously.


  

  ‘I’d love her to try. I’d enjoy that.’




  

  

  Sunday afternoons were the Luxor’s ‘Golden Dreams’ at half-price. No one cared about the films. It was a place to take a girl in the dark or just get out of the sun and the

  crowds. Somewhere to wait until tea-time. Del watched Elaine while Sonny paid for their three tickets. Despite her caution, he could see that she was beginning to enjoy the prospect of turning over

  Pruen’s place, smashing and looting. It was a good feeling. Del had already promised her that. Knowing that everything in people’s lives was yours. Strong and good was how it felt, even

  smashing and tearing the things that couldn’t be carried away. Especially then. Stealing was anonymous. Smashing a place was personal, like a message. Del had learnt that for himself when he

  was nine or ten.


  

  




  A man in dinner-jacket and black tie stood incongruously in the full afternoon sunlight, a relic of 1950s style that was now in vogue again. He tore their tickets and watched them go up the

  shallow steps from the poppy-scented vestibule, the carpet soft as snow under their feet. Sonny led the way up the Circle stairs, the chromium rails cool to the hand, the pillars of opaque

  peach-coloured glass illuminated from within by electric light. Beyond mirror-doors the Circle lounge was a deserted landing whose narrow silver-rimmed casements gave a soundless glimpse of

  sparkling tide and a pale glare of sand.




  Sonny turned to the other two and inclined his head towards the private staircase from which the distant clatter of a projector was just audible.




  ‘That’s offices up there. You want to take a good look some time. They don’t bank after Thursday until Monday. What’s up there Sunday night is the best of the

  week’s takings.’




  He led them past the old-fashioned colour portraits of Hollywood stars to the heavy doors that closed off the auditorium, recessed like the portico of a pharaoh’s tomb. On Sunday afternoon

  the soft, twilit interior had the vastness of an empty cathedral, couples sitting here and there among countless rows of seats. The curtains purred open in a lime-green flush of cyclorama and the

  advertisers’ slides filled the screen. Yardley’s Bond Street Salon . . . Horowitz on HMV . . . The sleek lines of the new Humber Pullman. Del sat between Sonny and Elaine. A

  censor’s certificate, the writing old-fashioned as a mediaeval manuscript, proclaimed September Song.




  Each of the three was there for a different reason. Sonny Hassan had business to discuss with Del. Del was to exercise certain rights over Elaine. Elaine might watch the film if she chose. Sonny

  stared with incomprehension and contempt at the opening scenes of middle-aged romance, the swelling piano chords of the Rachmaninov concerto booming and soaring.




  ‘You ask anyone,’ he said firmly for Del’s benefit. ‘Cooney’s given up this town. Got to, hasn’t he? Being on the city council. Any case, he’s old and

  soft. He can’t hold the streets any more, not even if he wanted to. They’ve heard that down Peninsula and Barrier, the people that matter have. If some old queer like Pruen gets a real

  spanking now, they’ll know Ocean Beach is wide open.’




  ‘Cooney mightn’t like it.’




  ‘All Cooney wants is managers. I know a bit about him. If we can manage a few interests out here better than a prick like Pruen, he’d as soon have us.’




  ‘Suppose he would,’ Del said. Half his interest was in the film now. The lovers were in Naples, the piano on the soundtrack bonging out its insistent theme, the orchestra sweeping

  onwards. He cuddled the girl towards him, his free hand brushing down until it touched the cool smoothness of her bare thigh just below the hem of her short pleated skirt. There was no protest. She

  did not even take her eyes off the screen.




  ‘The Blue Moon Club,’ Sonny said. ‘The Petshop. Even Ocean Park. They need managing. Mel Cooney has to keep his distance now. He’d be glad of a few names to do the work

  for him.’




  Del’s hand moved up, stroking the top of her leg. Elaine turned her mouth up for an awkward kiss, then returned her gaze to the screen with the look of having paid a debt. Del moved her

  slightly and slid his hand inside the elastic waistband, stretching it round the warmer smoothness of Elaine’s bottom. They stared at the screen.




  Just as Sonny Hassan was about to say something else, a man and a woman came in and sat down in front of them. Sonny stared at them for a moment.




  ‘There’s enough in the Blue Moon Club to cut half a dozen ways. And you could run a string of ponies out of the Petshop. That’s what it’s there for.’




  ‘Cooney’s scared of that.’




  ‘Not if he’s got a name doing the work and taking a cut.’




  The man in front turned round and stared at them, the flicker of light from the screen illuminating his frown.




  ‘And not if there’s rations being put out through the Blue Moon concerts.’




  Sonny spoke louder, his face close to the neck of the man in front. The man turned again.




  ‘Would you please mind keeping quiet?’




  Sonny leant forward.




  ‘And would you mind going and fucking yourself, sunshine? We was here first.’




  Del sniggered.




  ‘He wants to go and do it up a rope while he’s still got something to do it with.’




  ‘Him?’ Sonny rocked the man and woman to and fro with his feet in the back of their seats. ‘I shouldn’t think a girlie like him ever had much. We could shave him clean

  and sell him to Iran.’




  Del snorted with laughter and Elaine giggled. The woman said something to the man and they got up, their seats squeaking and clattering back. Sonny watched them as they sidled down the row to

  the far side of the cinema.




  ‘Wankers like that!’ Del said contemptuously.




  Sonny waited impatiently for the film to end, indulging Del and the girl.




  ‘Pruen lost his grip years ago,’ he said. ‘It’s doing Cooney a favour. That’s all.’




  He stared at the screen without seeing the film. In his mind he played out a fantasy of being Cooney’s lieutenant in Ocean Beach with Del to mind his back – and then being King of the

  Beach in his own right. He was aware of Del beside him, one hand moving under Elaine’s skirt, feeling and fumbling. Sonny Hassan had no taste for such courtship. He preferred to call one of

  his two working-girls, Mandy or Sharon, and make his demands as if ordering from a restaurant menu. Apart from that, sex was an inconvenience and a complication.




  They left by agreement before the film was over. While the other two walked to the Circle exit, Sonny moved like a slim and wiry shadow along the empty row, behind the man and woman. In the

  dimness it was impossible to see his hand move. Only when Sonny had passed behind them and reached the far aisle did the man put his hand to the back of his neck, as if stung there by an insect.

  Then he looked quickly round, this way and that, the hand still covering the back of his neck. Sonny had caught up with the others at the door. He slid the fragment of razor-blade from under his

  long thumbnail and closed it in a matchbox.




  ‘There’s one that wants to watch his manners,’ he said casually.




  Del grinned and combed his hair into place as they went down the deeply carpeted stairs, past the manager in his evening-jacket and black tie. On the pavement of Rundle Street they stood

  blinking in the strong light of early evening, its brilliance mirrored by the windless and tranquil tide at the end of the shopping parade.




  ‘Main thing is,’ Del said, ‘when we decide to do old Pruen.’




  Sonny Hassan hunched his bony shoulders and scuffed his neatly polished shoe on the pavement.




  ‘What’s wrong with now?’ he asked simply.




  


    

  




  Chapter Four




  At the western end of Ocean Beach the seafront curve of Bay Drive climbed sharply through a series of tight bends. It rose between overarching boughs of chestnut and spruce on

  the wooded hillside until it came out at last on the overcliff drive of Highlands Avenue. For a mile or two the toy castles of Victorian ship-owners and the green-tiled Spanish villas of the 1930s

  rose massive and secure behind fortress walls of rhododendron.




  The trim lawns and tall windows of the new executive class looked out across the same calm and rippling bay that the coal-owners and shippers of Canton had known. Their view stretched from the

  eastern headland which concealed the Railway Dock to the flat and sunlit finger of Sandbar with its shingled houses and yachts riding at their moorings in a light swell. But the houses had changed.

  Where ornamental wooden gates once marked the driveways in the dark rampart of rhododendron, there were now barred panels of dove-grey steel that purred open electronically in response to the

  correct signal.




  By six o’clock on the warm Sunday evening the horizon line of the Channel had gathered a first band of fogged gold in the sun’s descent. The sky was patterned golden-grey and the

  sea-blue began to fade. Del and Sonny, the girl walking between them, turned off the overcliff drive towards the roads behind, the residential area known as The Links. Its leafy avenues were set

  with municipal acacia trees at regular intervals along the uneven brick of the pavements. Apart from a street of small and expensive shops, The Links consisted of Edwardian villas with cream gables

  and verandahs, their cherry-coloured brick matching the pavement.




  The houses were set well apart behind each garden screen of lime trees and chestnut, the high front walls dashed with pebble and flint.




  ‘You don’t want a car for a job like this,’ Sonny Hassan said quietly. ‘Too soon noticed in an empty road. And Elaine won’t need a stocking. They don’t know

  her from nothing.’




  The Edwardian villa at the corner of Douglas Road and the Priory might have belonged to a surgeon or a retired colonel. Its tall black-leaded gate was spiked and locked; only the gap between the

  hinges gave a view of the garden. Walking past, Sonny Hassan glimpsed a long section of trimly shaven lawn and a quiver of light on the duck-egg-blue water of a swimming pool.




  ‘Old Pruen’s done well for himself,’ he said, sardonically admiring. ‘Hasn’t he done well?’




  They turned the corner into Douglas Road, where the side gate of the house stood barred and locked. But Sonny took another view through the crack.




  ‘That’s nice,’ he said to Del. ‘Garage door shut. No cars on the hard standing. No visitors, in other words. Just three of them. Not even a servant until tomorrow

  morning. We got all the time we need.’




  At that hour on a Sunday evening the long seaward avenues were deserted. In a yellow flush of sun, the sky faded from azure to the first violet haze of twilight. The purr of lawnmowers had given

  way to a murmur of ice in tall glasses, the woollen tone of a Palm Court Orchestra on an old recording. A warm breeze, moving with the tide, carried a peal of bells from one of the town

  churches.




  Sonny Hassan glanced up and down the road.




  ‘Watch my back for me,’ he said.




  Del leant against the wall and pulled Elaine towards him. He was Pruen’s kitchen-boy now, slipping out for a kiss and a fumble with his girl. Sonny took a running step and sprang for the

  top of the wall. His boots thudded on the flints as he levered himself up and looked over. Almost at once he landed deftly on the pavement again.




  ‘They got nothing. Not even a dog,’ he said breathlessly. ‘Nothing. There’s the horsey out tidying the garden, Pruen and his old woman indoors. I researched this lot down

  to the last detail. I told you it was going to be easy.’




  ‘They got an alarm?’




  ‘Oh yes,’ said Sonny derisively. ‘They would have, wouldn’t they? They’re going to wish they hadn’t!’




  From the direction of the preparatory school, a double file of small boys in grey flannel suits crossed far down the avenue that ended half a mile away in a shaft of opalescent sea. The peal of

  bells dwindled to a measured tolling, as if for a burial.




  ‘Alarm,’ Del said.




  Sonny nodded at the phone box across the road.




  ‘Probably not switched on, with them being in and out to the garden. If it is, it might be a niner, through to the police on the phone line. All you got to do is keep the line engaged and

  it blocks the outgoing alarm call. See?’




  Leaving the others, he crossed to the phone box, lifted the receiver and dialled Pruen’s number. A woman’s voice, quavering a little, answered him.




  ‘I’m a neighbour of Noreen’s mum. Can I speak to Noreen, please?’




  Someone lodged the phone on a table. Sonny grinned at himself in the little mirror on the kiosk wall, seeing the flat almond eyes and the long levantine nose. In his mind he pictured the girl

  straightening up from the flower border, crossing the wide lawn and going indoors. He heard her voice.




  ‘Hello,’ he said quickly. ‘Noreen? I’m across from your mum. There’s been a bit of an upset. Nothing serious but she wants to speak to you. Hang on. I’ll go

  and get her.’




  He signalled to Del, laid the phone down, and walked casually back across the road. Del was up, astride the wall, helping the girl over. Sonny followed, dropping down the other side on soft

  earth.




  ‘Stocking,’ he said, holding out to Del a woman’s nylon. In a moment their features were flattened to imbecile anonymity by the dark film drawn over their heads, the spare

  length knotted at their crowns. Each of the two then drew on a pair of cheap woollen gloves. Del and Sonny moved cautiously along the wall, intending Elaine to approach the front door. But even

  that was unnecessary. Noreen had gone in through the French windows, one of which was still open. The built-in safe and the reinforced door might be connected separately to the alarm. Not that it

  mattered, Sonny thought. The alarm was never going to ring.




  On this side of the house there were two ground-floor openings. The dark panelled dining-room with French windows was the way by which Noreen had gone in. Across a passageway was the

  bay-windowed drawing-room with the yellow glow of a standard lamp beyond the gathered curtains. A thickening rose-light of evening sun threw Del’s bulky shadow across the step of the open

  French windows.




  


    

  




  Chapter Five




  ‘The rules are simple,’ Sonny said quietly. ‘Really simple. They’re not hard to understand at all.’




  He looked at Pruen and the woman. Each sat on a dining chair staring up at him. They seemed like a pair of travellers who had just missed a train and were waiting to be told where to go. They

  wanted to hear the rules now. Sonny knew it. They wanted to know in order to obey. In order not to be punished. It was going to be even easier than he had thought. Behind him he could hear

  Pruen’s girl gasping, still resisting a little. She was quite strongly built, but Del had got her arms behind her back, twisted them up and knotted the cord round her wrists. Probably it was

  the ache of being twisted rather than defiance that made her gasp now. Sonny looked down at the two Pruens, their gaping anticipation.




  ‘First of all,’ he said quietly, ‘anyone that yells gets smacked. Smacked hard. You speak when I tell you to. I say things once. Just once. When I ask questions, you answer.

  See?’




  Muriel Pruen’s grey hair straggled about her face. She quivered a little, thin and nervous, with a look of brittle bones.




  ‘What do you want with us?’




  Sonny smirked.




  ‘You’d like to know!’ he said. ‘Wouldn’t you like to know!’




  ‘This is bloody absurd,’ Pruen said. He was a plump man with a grey fringe and horn-rimmed glasses. He might have sold insurance. ‘If there’s something— ’




  ‘Shut it!’ Sonny said. ‘Shut it and listen. Your time’s up, Pruen. Now on, you do as you’re told. Else you and the old woman, and the young horsey, are going to

  star in a horror-show of your very own. Understand?’




  The Pruens sat in their tall drawing-room with its gathered velvet curtains and overstuffed cushions, the expensive glass pendants and the mahogany veneer, not daring to speak. In the next room,

  Elaine had kept the phone off its rest and dialled the speaking clock to block the alarm-line. Smooth as cream stout, the distant voice intoned its litany. ‘At the third stroke, the time

  sponsored by Accurist will be eight-fifteen and twenty seconds . . . ’




  Elaine left the phone and came into the drawing-room.




  ‘Them!’ Sonny indicated the Pruens to her with a nod. ‘Hands behind their backs and wrists tied tight as you can to the frame of the chair.’ He watched her obey his

  instruction and spoke to Del without turning round.




  ‘You having trouble with the horsey?’




  ‘Good as gold now.’




  Sonny waited until Elaine had tied the Pruens into their chairs. Then he turned to Noreen, whom Del was still holding. She was quite tall and strongly built, dark hair and fringe contrasting

  with the anger in her firm, fair-skinned features. Sonny took a step forward. With no preliminary sign of movement, he patted her quickly across the face with the backs of his ringed fingers. She

  gasped in alarm and dropped her head. Sonny undid the belt at her waist and used it to pinion her ankles. Del pressed her down till she lay curled on her side. Noreen’s head rested against

  the skirting. The swell of her hips in the faded jeans protruded tightly and suggestively from under the occasional-table. Sonny turned back to the Pruens.




  ‘She’s a lucky girl,’ he said gently, ‘considering what a booting I could give her now. Still, it’ll be worse than booting if I don’t hear answers.’




  Mrs Pruen emitted a whimper of self-pity.




  ‘Shut it!’ Del said impatiently. ‘You was told before!’




  From the next room the distant plummy voice intoned its temporal litany.




  ‘At the third stroke, the time sponsored by Accurist will be eight-nineteen and forty seconds . . . ’




  Sonny spread out a hand to silence Del.




  ‘You,’ he said to Elaine. ‘Find the kitchen. Nice large bowl full of water. Bring it in here.’ He turned to the Pruens whose faces now watched him with unconcealed

  earnestness, as if terrified to miss a word of their instructions. ‘Now then. This is what is going to happen. I got questions. I want answers. I’ll keep you till last, Pruen. I want

  you to watch the old woman and the horsey first. That way you won’t be inclined to mess us about when your turn comes.’




  ‘Whatever it is . . .’ Pruen began but Del cut him short.




  ‘Shut it, Pruen, and listen.’




  ‘I ask questions,’ Sonny said. ‘Each time I don’t hear an answer, Ma Pruen goes under the water. You act stupid and she goes under till the bubbles stop. See? It

  don’t matter if you’re telling the truth, Pruen. If I so much as think you’re holding out, it’s just the same for your old lady.’




  ‘Tell me what you want!’




  ‘Shut it!’ Del said indignantly.




  ‘I’ll tell you when I’m ready,’ Sonny Hassan said quietly. ‘Now listen. You got to convince me, Pruen. If the water don’t work with Ma Pruen, we’ll

  start on the horsey. Few minutes with a box of matches is all it takes. A kid could do it. And if we don’t get satisfaction there, we’ll come asking you. You play stupid with us, Pruen,

  and the horrors is really going to come true for you tonight.’




  He came closer to Pruen, took out a lipstick-shaped lighter and broke out the flame with his thumb.




  ‘So let’s not have any heroes. All right? Got that, ’ave you? You’re rubbish, Pruen. The world don’t need you.’




  Pruen nodded, silently and urgently promising anything. Elaine came in with a washbowl. Sonny indicated the table and watched her set it down. He and Del lifted the woman’s chair and

  carried her tied in it so that she sat at the table like a baby to be fed. Mrs Pruen uttered a faint shivering sound.




  Sonny turned to Elaine.




  ‘Out in the garden. Keep an eye on the gates. Anyone comes near, ring the doorbell.’




  Elaine combed back her hair with her fingers, bestowing a look of adolescent contempt on the Pruens as she went out.




  Del and Sonny moved close to Pruen.




  ‘Before I ask questions,’ Sonny said, ‘she goes down once. That way you won’t none of you act up. Save us all a lot of time. Save you a bit of grief.’




  ‘For God’s sake!’ Pruen said. ‘Whatever it is . . . ’




  Del’s hand moved lazily, the fogged brass of the rings like chilblains under the woollen glove. Pruen recoiled from the impact, sitting white-faced and marked. He made no sound.




  Del stroked the older man’s head.




  ‘Shut it,’ he said with mocking kindness, ‘there’s a good boy.’




  He turned away to where the woman was sitting in her chair.




  ‘You’re mad!’ Pruen said, as if he had stumbled upon the truth at last. ‘Listen . . . ’




  Del was holding Mrs Pruen by her grey hair.




  ‘You want fisting,’ he said humorously over his shoulder to Pruen. ‘I’ll see to you in a minute.’




  Sonny nodded at Del. Their hands pressed down easily and firmly. Pruen stared as if he felt nothing. Noreen with her ankles pinioned and her wrists tied behind her still lay curled on the floor.

  The light from the standard lamp imparted a worn shine to the tightened jeans on her hips and buttocks.




  From the next room the well-upholstered telephone voice consigned time to eternity.




  ‘At the third stroke, the time sponsored by Accurist will be eight thirty-two and twenty seconds . . . ’




  ‘That’s handy,’ Del said with a breathless giggle. ‘They must have known we was going to time Ma Pruen.’




  ‘At the third stroke, the time sponsored by Accurist . . . ’




  ‘Please!’ It was Pruen’s cry. ‘Whatever you want— ’




  ‘Shut it!’ said Del, squealing with indignation. ‘She’s hardly started yet.’




  At last they moved their hands and hauled her up.




  ‘There,’ said Del, beaming at Pruen through the distortion of the stocking-mask, ‘she’s just as good as new.’




  Sonny Hassan stood before Pruen’s chair.




  ‘Now the questions,’ he said softly. ‘Only ask once. After that she goes under for twice as long.’




  ‘Tell me!’ Pruen howled. ‘Take what you want and leave us!’




  ‘I want to know where the cash is in this house,’ Sonny said quietly. ‘The cash and the old bag’s jewels. And when I say cash, I don’t want to hear about anything

  that can’t be counted in thousands. All right?’
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