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    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.
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  Chapter One




  STARLIGHT RENDEZVOUS




  

    

      1


    


  




  Sidney Royce, also known as ‘Roller’, stared at the shadowless brilliance of the green baize. His eye measured the table-top distance between the black ball and the

  top right-hand pocket. Smoke curled blue and sinuous into the overhead whiteness of the pool-room light.




  ‘Watch this, my son,’ he said quietly.




  He chalked the cue, leant forward and snicked the white ball, the movement of his eyes following its sleek hiss across the green nap of billiard cloth, as though he would lose control of its

  direction if he straightened up. It cut the black ball with a click light as a finger-snap, dropping it hard and straight. Only when it thudded into the netted pouch did Royce stand upright. He

  looked across at the thin man with the drawn face and narrow moustache who watched from the far end of the table.




  ‘Never bet against a sure thing, Tonto. Never do that.’




  The thin man wore a slender black tie and narrow trousers, like an old-fashioned clerk. The shoulders of his jacket were padded into high narrow peaks. His black hair was Brylcreemed into a

  single conch-like wave above his pale forehead. He grinned and then shrugged amiably at his own ineptitude. Instead of answering Royce, he turned and made a quiet comment to an older man standing

  in the shadows beyond the pale glare of the downlights.




  Royce put his cue away, clipping it into the rack, and pulled on his jacket. He was wearing an evening suit and smoking the squat remainder of a cigar. There are men on whom the most expensively

  tailored evening dress still suggests cinema management or fight promotion. Sidney Royce was one of that class. Buttoning the jacket, he went across and took two five-pound notes from the nearest

  of three men sitting on the bench which ran along the dark plank-panelling of the wall. The pool room, like the noisy bar adjoining it, was hung with prints of forgotten Derby winners and long-dead

  boxing champions. Above them was a laurelled photograph of the last Prince of Wales, who had been briefly Edward VIII before his abdication ten years earlier.




  Royce looked at his watch and went out into the street. His dove-grey Humber Pullman was parked by the far pavement, where a high blank wall ran opposite the length of the terrace known as Tips

  Tenements. Beyond the wall, with its rusting tinplate advertisements for Ogden’s Guinea Gold Tobacco and Virol Tonic, was a world of docks, gas works, and ship yards. Here and there, between

  posters on the patched concrete, were the last stencilled traces of ‘Your Duty Now is War Work!’




  As he turned to walk round a long dark car parked at the nearer kerb, the bulk of a man standing against the light blocked his way. Royce moved aside to pass round him and the man moved to block

  him again. On the plate-iron bridge that crossed the empty street lower down, a line of shunted rail wagons jangled and clattered. Royce glared in the dark, never doubting that it was an attempt by

  Tonto’s friends to take back the ten pounds. He was a little drunk and now regretted that his head was not clearer. The large man kept his back to the street light and it was hard to see much

  beyond his height, his hat, and his coat. The cheapness of the trick moved Royce’s contempt.




  ‘Who the hell d’you think you are?’




  ‘I’m this,’ the stranger said. He held a heavy automatic pistol to one side so that Royce could see it in the street light. From the size of it and the wooden stock, Royce

  guessed that it was a 9 mm Mauser, pre-war issue and built like a cannon.




  ‘Very clever!’ he said scornfully. ‘You’re not going to start loosing off artillery like that in the middle of the street. You know it. I know it. So bugger off while you

  can still walk!’




  ‘Best not make this more difficult than it need be, Mr Royce,’ the man said quietly.




  Royce felt strength from his growing anger. But while he was being brave about the Mauser, there was a sound from the dark car beside him. It was scarcely more than an old man spitting in the

  gutter, the crack of a small target-automatic at close range. Its flame was subdued as a table lighter. Royce stood quite still, as though listening to a far-off sound. The concealed gun spat twice

  more. He sank to his knees on the damp paving, swayed and fell without another word. By the time that he lay motionless, the man with the Mauser was back in the car and the dark shape of the

  vehicle had moved off smoothly down the length of the dockland street, past the narrow terrace of Tips Tenements and the baker’s shop at its corner. The dark-haired man, Tonto, with the

  Brylcreemed wave, was the only one to emerge from the doorway of the shabby pub. He had ample time to step outside the pool room, draw the wallet from Royce’s pocket, and extract the two

  banknotes. The serial numbers of five-pound notes were still routinely listed by the issuing banks. Best not leave them lying about. He walked unhurriedly away from Tips Tenements and turned the

  far corner.
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  Latifa Noon, dark haired and almond eyed, drew the green velvet of the curtains across the long windows that looked over the park trees towards Baker Street. It was quiet now on

  the carriageway below, only the intermittent traffic of buses and taxis swishing past to Camden Town, as though the tarmac was still wet from the morning’s rain. The apartment had been

  furnished with carpeting in dark green, walnut shelving, and tear-drop light-pendants. Its radiogram was the size of a small sideboard. She balanced a record of Eileen Joyce playing the Warsaw

  Concerto on the turntable, touched the needle to the edge, and closed the lid.




  Tom Foster, stripped of his jacket and waistcoat, eased the wide square knot of his red tie. He sighed with contentment and lay back splay-legged in his wing chair, watching the girl. She had

  all the natural eroticism of the Levant, heightened by aids to Western beauty. And she had everything to gain from pleasing him. The lids of her almond eyes were made up white and the lashes

  darkened. The tall brow, the sharp nose, and the weaker chin of her profile seemed accentuated by the beehive of dark hair. The narrow-waisted bow-thighed figure in the flared red dress was lithe

  and exquisite.




  ‘You go first,’ she said.




  Foster got up and kissed her. ‘Mix us a drink, then.’ He felt an excitement in treating her as a servant. Her submission to him in little things was the great aphrodisiac of their

  love-making. ‘Mix us a cocktail. Then come in and take your clothes off where I can see you.’




  He went into the bedroom alone, listening to the sound of glasses and the chords of the piano. Taking off his heavy gold Rolex wristwatch he shed his clothes and presently walked dressing-gowned

  to the bathroom. Hot water tumbled into the wide lime-green tub, obliterating the long chords of the mood music for Dangerous Moonlight. Foster stepped from the shantung dressing-gown and

  then felt in its pocket for the slim silver oblong of his cigarette case. A moment later he lay back in the warmth of scented water and touched the lighter flame to his Churchman’s No. 1.




  Latifa Noon turned up the volume of the radiogram and carried the tray of glasses into the bedroom. Foster exhaled a long breath and waited for several minutes, watching the ash of the

  cigarette. Then he paused and frowned. There was a smell, perhaps a perfume or an aroma, that was out of place. He thought it was not truly a perfume. It was sickly sweet, reminding him of

  hospitals and operating theatres.




  All the same, he smiled as the bathroom door was pushed open, anticipating the slither of the dress, the provocative half-clad look in expensive underwear, and then the absolute pale gold nudity

  which he had commanded. But the girl was not there. A stranger stood in the open doorway of the bathroom, a big man in an overcoat, soft trilby hat, and gloves. Almost concealed behind him there

  was a second man in coat and hat, slightly built and moustached. They came in without speaking to him. Words would do nothing to help Foster. The two men were professionals and knew that it was

  kinder to their victim to have the thing done quickly, before the pleading could begin. Foster took the cigarette from his mouth and shouted the girl’s name, knowing there would be no answer.

  Trapped by the unforgiving logic of false confidence, he felt the particular terror of being naked before his killers. Had he known of his friend, he would have envied ‘Roller’ Royce

  his last moments.




  As the two men came towards him, there was no time to pull himself from the bath. He snatched the heavy glass ashtray and threw it. But it went wide, bouncing unbroken against the tiled wall.

  Then he seemed helpless as in a dream. His courage went even before the big man with a towel wrapped round his hands seized Foster’s ankles in a powerful grip and pulled them upright. Foster

  went back and down in a churning wash of water, hands scrabbling for a hold on the smooth edges of the wide bath. The struggle seemed longer than it was. The upper half of Foster’s body was

  immersed in two feet of water. Like a large pale fish, he threshed from the waist up. Several times he managed to get his head above the water. Each time, the smaller man who braced himself against

  the bath thrust him back under the surface, careful to use only the little force that was necessary. The battle had been lost early when Foster, caught by surprise and about to reason with his

  killers, had inhaled a scorching lungful of water before he could close his air-tracts against it. Twice he lunged hard enough to slop water on to the bathroom floor. At last, the man who was

  holding the ankles high felt the body go slack. The face was open-mouthed and pop-eyed under the water, like a sea gargoyle. As the two strangers watched, there was a spasm of some kind and a cloud

  stained the water a faint rusty red, diffused like tobacco smoke from the lungs.




  The heavily built man switched the light off as he left the bathroom. Before Latifa Noon had carried the tray into the bedroom, she had turned the record over on the radiogram. Foster’s

  last moments had been so brief that the Warsaw Concerto played for a little longer. The girl herself was lying fully clothed on the bed, the hem of the dress drawn high enough to show a band

  of warm ivory skin above the top of one stocking. With a sense of decorum, the tall man pulled the dress straight. Then he raised her over his shoulder in a fireman’s lift, her head drooping

  down his back, unconscious but still alive.
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  ‘Seems a waste,’ the smaller man said, glancing at the back seat of the car in his driving mirror, ‘a looker like her.’




  The smaller man was driving while his companion sat with Latifa Noon in the back. Those who heard something of this double act, not even certain that they were the same men, called them

  ‘Stan and Ollie’ with a wry facetiousness reserved for death and pain. The large man took out a slim gold-grained cigarette case and lit a Capstan for himself. On the far ridge of the

  Surrey downs a headlight beam or a dry flicker from an electric storm lit the dark line of horizon trees. The driver regretted his first remark and changed the topic.




  ‘One thing,’ he said, ‘there won’t be tears shed for Tom Foster. He always was a slippery sod.’




  ‘Best all round,’ said the large man with a self-conscious laugh. ‘How’s the car?’




  ‘Drives like silk,’ the smaller man said. ‘Foster always treated himself to the best. Good of old Tonto to fix us up with it. Nice touch.’




  ‘Dab hand with motors, Tonto is,’ the large man said, stubbing out his cigarette in the arm-rest ashtray. They drove on in silence for a while.




  ‘Hot enough for a cloudburst,’ the little man tried again. ‘It’ll look better if it rains. She could’ve easy skidded.’




  Beyond Guildford, the car turned off towards Haslemere and then turned again on to a minor road.




  ‘Put your foot down,’ the tall man said, ‘she’s beginning to move.’




  He reached in the pocket of his overcoat and pulled out a smooth silvered flask, unscrewing the top. He poured whisky for the girl in the little cup and touched it to her open lips.




  ‘You had a bad turn, darling,’ he said. ‘You need a bit of a pick-me-up.’




  The lights of an oncoming lorry caught the tight-lidded beauty of her almond eyes, the long slope of brow and nose. Though conscious, she was still confused by the effects of the chloroform.




  The big man held the metal cup firmly. ‘Chin-chin,’ he said, ‘there’s a good girl. Doctor’s orders.’




  Latifa Noon protested a little but tried to drink so that she should not choke. When he filled it again, she refused. He put his arm round her. She twisted her head away but he held her firmly.

  It was the firmness with which a child or an animal is held for some prescribed act of treatment or punishment. The driver kept his eyes on the road, knowing that there are certain things which it

  is best not to witness. Like the soundtrack of a movie melodrama, he heard the little sounds from the rear seat of the car. The girl’s pursed protests and refusals, her enforced obedience,

  the slight gurgling or choking noises, and the big man’s quiet encouragement. Presently there was a frantic burst of coughing and the smell of whisky that ran down her dress. The driver

  glanced in his mirror and had time to see the edge of a blade that seemed brighter for its sharpness. He looked away quickly before the big man saw him. The girl gave a grunting gasp of surprise,

  as if she had been winded. One of her hands moved up to her breast and then fell back as she lay against the panelled leather of the seat. The large man took his arm away.




  ‘If she’d stayed under, we could have saved that. Still, by the time they find her, there won’t be nothing to be seen. They’ll find drink in her, if that much.’




  They stopped at the crest beyond Gibbet Hill, where it was wooded and there were no houses. The large man was still wearing his gloves as he took a spanner from the toolkit. He raised the bonnet

  and made one or two adjustments to the carburettor. The two men lifted the girl’s body into the driving seat, released the handbrake, and closed the doors. The long dark car began to roll

  forward slowly on the slope even before they added their strength to it. It gathered speed, the engine dead and the tyres crunching fragments of stone. Almost two hundred yards on, it failed to

  take the corner and plunged into the trees. There was a shudder and a bright puff of flame. The two men had begun to walk after it as if to put a finishing touch to the drama. Now they saw that it

  would not be needed. Without speaking, they walked back towards a telephone box at a junction on the Guildford road.
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  A thunder and echo of breakers on firm sand rose from the undercliff to the black marble facing and chrome handles on the balcony of the third-floor apartment. Their guests

  gone, Sonny Tarrant and the old woman sat side by side in the opening of the sliding doors, snuggling into their two voluminous and padded chairs. In the hour after midnight, they looked as content

  as a pair of mice in an old glove.




  The old woman’s eyes were closed but she was not asleep. Tarrant glanced to make sure of that before returning his attention to the view below them. In the lamplight he could make out the

  zig-zag path down the cliff to the lower promenade, winding through a mass of wind-slashed veronica. By day, the old woman sat here, dozing before the warm view of a quiet tide stretching to the

  Isle of Wight from the flowering shrubs of the twin promenades. In the long afternoons the wash of breakers was overlaid by a dance tune on the radio and the twang of tennis racquets in the

  communal enclosure of Scotch pines. Now, at the day’s end, the mirrored sideboard of the apartment was strewn with glasses containing the dregs of Sidecars, Tom Collins, Egg Flips, and

  Manhattans. Mrs Tarrant’s girl would clear them next morning. The Tarrants had had guests that evening, including their lawyer and a justice of the peace.




  ‘Sonny Boy’ Tarrant got up, stretched, and walked to the balcony rail, leaning his forearms upon it. He was a tall man with a long intelligent face. The grey-blond hair piled

  naturally on his head with a suggestion of a Pompadour wig. His speech and manner betrayed him as something baser but the look of equine intelligence was no illusion. At a glance, there was the

  promise of amiability in the beginning of a smile on his lips. The smile never came. It was the natural line of his mouth which gave Tarrant a false look of joviality. He leant on the rail staring

  at the phosphorescent rim of the incoming tide. Beyond the gardens, the white modern front of the Palace Hotel was flushed with blue neon and he caught a snatch of trombones in the shuffling beat

  of big-band swing.




  On a mirror-glass table in the room behind him the phone rang. Tarrant listened without moving. It rang six times and stopped.




  ‘Not for us, Mum,’ he said to the old woman. His voice sounded prematurely aged, as if he might have been her husband rather than her son. It had a hard-earned south London

  gentility, a manner of dropping a final ‘g’ in imitation of polite society, an old-fashioned way of pronouncing ‘roof’ to rhyme with ‘woof’ and taking

  ‘room’ half-way to ‘rum’. When he said ‘ain’t’, it sounded like flashy and sporting aristocratic use.




  The phone rang again. Mrs Tarrant sighed.




  ‘Answer it, Sonny. Do.’




  He walked slowly to the table, picked up the receiver, and listened.




  ‘No,’ he said, ‘I hadn’t heard. Is that so? All happened tonight? Well, I got nothin’ I can say. Mind you, Latifa Noon was in pictures. Other two is just names, for

  all I got to say to you. No, my friend, I can’t think why and I got nothin’ else to add.’




  When he put the phone down, Sonny Tarrant turned towards the balcony again and thought of the consequences. Sid Royce would count for nothing. Perhaps a column in the east London press and a

  couple of inches in an evening edition. Foster might be an unreported coroner’s inquest. Latifa Noon had been in pictures, a minor part as a harem glamour-girl in a Jack La Rue and Monte Blue

  comedy released early in the war. Her career as an actress had not prospered, though there was a film for which Tarrant himself had put up a little money, an entertainment shown privately in clubs

  and at parties. All the same, she had once been on the screens of Odeons and Gaumonts, Regents and Ritzes, up and down the country. As a starlet, she might even have her death mentioned on the

  radio. Not that Tarrant himself wanted association with publicity. He was a man who worked quietly and with secret purpose. He sat down next to the old woman again and took her hand.




  ‘That young lady Latifa Noon been in an accident, Ma. The one that was Tom Foster’s friend. Seems to have been one or two accidents tonight, accordin’ to the phone.’




  ‘Bad, was it?’




  ‘Seems so. And Tom Foster. And old “Roller” Royce that used to work the Streatham garage for us and then the Luxor picture house. Remember him?’




  The old woman stared at the night sky, her gaze gentle but vacant.




  ‘You got a lot to be grateful for, son,’ she said at last. ‘You got so many friends.’




  ‘Tom Foster was one of the firm in the old days, Ma. I always took care of him, like the rest. Not none of them never wanted for nothin’. There was a time I don’t know how

  I’d have got on without a man for bookwork like old Tom. Still, p’raps someone thought he was gettin’ a bit too clever for his own good. They’re good lads, most of

  ’em, most of the time. But they aren’t family, Ma. None of ’em. That’s you and me, and Wen’ and Pat. And that’s what counts in the end. That’s what you got

  to remember, Ma, if anythin’ was ever to happen to me. There’s nothin’ like family. You forget ’em all and go to Wen’ down in Essex.’




  She pulled against his hand impatiently. ‘There’s nothing going to happen to you, son. Don’t you talk so silly.’




  He smiled at her and drew his hand away. ‘I don’t suppose it will, Ma. I’ll live to draw a pension yet.’




  They sat in silence until Tarrant returned to an idea which had been in his mind since the phone call.




  ‘I’m wonderin’, darlin’. I’d best go back to town for a few days. I feel a bit responsible for this girl that had the accident, me havin’ put her in the

  pictures once or twice. Best see it settled without anythin’ nasty bein’ said. You got Vi to look after you here and you could have Mrs Gerrish and one or two others down to see

  you.’




  She shifted towards him. ‘I thought you was staying, Sonny. I thought you’d be here a week or two.’




  He took her hand.




  ‘That phone, Ma. Press ringin’ up. They’re some right little guttersnipes, they are. I don’t want nothin’ mucky bein’ said about you or me or the girls.

  Nothin’ that might upset you. I never had anythin’ else to do with that Latifa Noon but you can’t tell what that voice on the phone might make of it.’




  ‘Make up stories?’ she said.




  Tarrant watched the wind in the curtain at the open veranda door. ‘Mind you, that reporter will be carryin’ his nose home in his hanky, if I catch him at it, Ma. I won’t have

  you upset by any of them.’




  ‘Sonny, don’t!’ But there was a glimmer of pride in her reproof.




  ‘And with Tom Foster gone, there’s business needs lookin’ at,’ he said. ‘I’ll be back here before you know it. Only I got the picture house as well as the

  garages to think of now. Staff is apt to skive when there’s no one in charge of ’em. No proper guv’nor. A flyin’ visit from me might make all the difference.’




  ‘And I don’t suppose it’s a girl that’s taking you away, is it?’ Mrs Tarrant enquired with a private smile. ‘You won’t be back this side of

  Christmas.’




  He held her hand a little tighter. ‘You’re my girl, Ma, you know that. You’re worth more than the lot of ’em put together. Anyhow, I’ll be back in the week. If

  I’m not, I’ll send the motor to bring you up to Temple Court. You’ll see.’




  It was part of the understanding between them that girls and Sonny’s healthy appetite for them, even in middle age, sometimes took him away from home. Mother and son understood that he was

  a rip but with no real harm in him. If she thought about this, which she rarely did, Mrs Tarrant also knew that she had seldom learnt who these girls were or what her son did with them. The old

  woman had long ceased to be her son’s adviser. She now preferred that there were things about which she would never be told.




  Tarrant got up and went to the phone again. The old woman heard his voice.




  ‘Hello, Foxy. It’s me. Wake you up, did I? Never mind. I need one of the motors down here tomorrow to take me back to town. Ma’s got Vi to look after her but I’d

  appreciate young Rodney comin’ down for a bit. He could bring the motor back again and drive it here as required. Be nice for him down by the sea this time of year. Say about lunchtime

  tomorrow, then. Thanks, Foxy.’




  He put the phone down again and went to his bureau, unlocking a drawer and taking out its contents. Turning away, he stooped to kiss the old woman and went back to the balcony rail, staring at

  the dark sea with the banknotes rolled in his fist. Most of the education he received as a child had left him at a loss. But there were certain stories and certain men that had impressed him. Some

  were unlikely to be remembered by a boy of his kind and he had forgotten the names of the minor figures. But he had been absorbed by legends of men who held power through bold and sudden decisions.

  There were Roman emperors who transformed a triumvirate into a single imperial rule by the blade of a knife. Then they removed their rivals, as other men prepared their knives for the supreme

  solitary ruler. He supposed that his feelings as he gazed across the shrubs and paths of Bournemouth’s central gardens were much the same as those forgotten heroes must have known when their

  lieutenants fell to the enemy.




  Then the firmness of his long aquiline face was disturbed by a look of concern. He hoped, after all, that Latifa Noon would get a mention in the press, on the radio particularly. It was her

  misfortune that she had been mixed up with Tom Foster. He wanted to see her get the tribute that she deserved.




  When he sat down beside Mrs Tarrant again, his unclenched hand revealed the wad of twenty or thirty five-pound notes.




  ‘You have Mrs Gerrish or one of the others down for a few days, Ma. Have ’em all, if you like. Spend out a bit. Not as though we can’t afford it now, is it?’




  ‘That’d be nice,’ she said, reassuring him with a smile that deepened the crazed wrinkling of her face. He pushed the money into her hand, like an indulgent lover.




  ‘You go out with Vi or one of ’em and get what you like,’ he said encouragingly. ‘You have anythin’ you want.’
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  The cry came distantly through warm afternoon air like the remote call of a night-jar. It rose within the ivory-tiled block of the Temple Court service apartments, ruffling the

  carpeted silence of empty corridors and steel-latticed elevators whose air was perfumed with a thick sweetness of orange blossom. Two elderly women sat in conversation on a shaded veranda of their

  first-floor suite, mohair stoles discarded on the backs of wicker chairs. The one who had been speaking paused and glanced up at the sound. Then she resumed her thread of gossip, staring into the

  blue heat of the west London sky beyond the white-painted rail.




  The cry was not quite a scream. There was defiance in it but neither panic nor unbridled pain. Echoes of its brief anger dwindled in the heat above Paris-style café tables set out by the

  little shops at the Belgrave Square end of Pont Street. In the mellow tea-time sunlight, men in Chelsea slacks and sports-jackets talked and smiled among girls in tailored suits and wide-brimmed

  hats. Beyond the dark pink cherry blossom in the communal gardens along Sloane Street a saxophone from an open window sobbed along with the crooner who wanted red roses for a blue lady, send them

  to her Mr Florist, please. Behind a café window, two cylinders were grinding coffee beans with an occasional pop of flame. A toasted richness of Brazil overlaid the afternoon warmth. Then

  the other sounds of the metropolitan spring asserted themselves and the shrillness of the woman’s protest was extinguished above the white candles of the chestnut trees.




  Heat and stillness settled again on the angular lines of the Temple Court. The Egyptian modernism of its pre-war design, the frieze of coloured hieroglyphs and the potted palm trees in the

  chrome-railed entrance, would have been as much in keeping with Miami or Cairo as with Belgravia. After six years of wartime neglect, the white tiles had been darkened to ivory by city soot. Across

  the street, cups and saucers rattled on the tables of the café paving, talk intermittently lost among the groan of traffic as the junction lights changed. The hot paving of Pont Street

  echoed to the rapid clockwork beat of high heels while the saxophone and crooner raised their lament again for blue ladies and red roses.




  Billy Blake crossed Sloane Street at the lights and turned a corner. The midnight-blue Chrysler, a 1939 Airflow saloon with sleek aerodynamic lines, was fifty yards out of sight of the Temple

  Court. McIver had drawn it up by the central gardens of Cadogan Square, where the arcaded mansions in Victorian terracotta brick rose tall and turreted. They seemed like a land-locked quarter of

  Amsterdam, though their Gothic ornament suggested a world of girls with Pre-Raphaelite hair, stolen moments among the magnolia trees and lilac bowers in the garden.




  Blake stopped with his arm resting on the roof of the Airflow and looked in at the driver’s window. With its white-walled tyres and the low sweep of its windows the Chrysler might have

  been a Mafia battle-wagon. The man who sat at the wheel was tall and blazered. The strong jaw and narrowed blue eyes, unblemished skin, and slicked fair hair were impeccably those of a

  matinée idol. The profile too might have been a stage-lit portrait, framed for a theatre foyer and a new Terence Rattigan run. But John Patrick McIver was not quite a matinée idol.

  Somewhere in its making the handsome face had been flawed. It was the mouth that betrayed him. The compression and the thin underlip suggested impatience and egotism. Perhaps the eyes smiled a

  little too easily, the charmer’s flesh-wrinkles at their corners tightening too precisely in the devil-may-care mockery of his wartime pilot’s reputation as Johnny Zero.




  ‘Chocks away, Johnny,’ Blake said brightly, ‘they won’t be long now, by the sound of it. I’d say that Sonny Boy Tarrant must have had a real West End performance

  from the Moke and Solitaire.’




  McIver nodded without looking up. He was frowning a little with concentration as he sat at the wheel. Between his hands lay a puzzle, a shallow glass-topped box about three inches square with

  six silver ball bearings. The floor of the box was pasted with a miniature map of Europe from London to Berlin, notched by cut-out holes for the ball bearings to rest in on their marked route. A

  little ack-ack gun spouted flame over the Dutch coast. ME109s dived with cannon flaming over the Rühr. Last of the six cut-out holes was a bombed emblem of Berlin itself. Roddy Hallam, a

  slightly built and dark-haired young man, was the occupant of the passenger seat, his medium blue pin-stripe suit matched by a dark blue shirt and canary-yellow tie. He watched a silver ball

  bearing miss its hole and run to the corner of the box. Then he returned to his own pastime. Holding a pair of card-framed lenses before his eyes, one red and one green, he looked like an

  ophthalmic surgeon inspecting a patient’s retina. But the subject on his knee was an unfocused page of photogravure, pink and pale green. Folies Bergère in 3D. In his private

  world, Hallam’s goddess stepped towards him smiling from the page in elastic-tight underwear.




  Unable to make out anything but a blurred outline in Hallam’s magazine, Billy Blake watched McIver attack Berlin.




  ‘You have to do it in the right order,’ he said patiently through the open window, as McIver tilted the little box gently between his hands. ‘Bombs away comes last.’




  ‘Do dry up, Billy, there’s a good fellow.’ McIver lost interest as Blake saw him cheating. Reaching out, he took the folded evening paper from under Blake’s arm and

  handed him the puzzle. ‘Let’s see you do better, you sanctimonious old bugger.’ While the three men waited, the afternoon sun played patterns of light and shade on the central

  gardens of the Victorian mansions, the creamy magnolia cups nodding in a light breeze and the purple lilac beginning to darken.




  Of the three men at the car, it was Hallam who seemed out of place. McIver had the slick good looks and Billy Blake’s was the good nature of an oversized tail-wagging mongrel. With his

  hacking jacket and pilot’s moustache Blake had a suggestion of doggy companionship in pre-war clubs or in airfield mess-rooms during the years of combat. Hallam was a slighter and more

  intense figure with the tight dark waves of his hair, his small neat moustache and the worry lines of his forehead. He was old enough to have been an assistant stage manager in a repertory company

  for two years before being called up for war service. A quiet worried little man, Blake thought him. But it was Roddy Hallam who had introduced Solitaire to John McIver. That was something to be

  grateful for.




  Blake kept his elbow on the roof of the car, rested a polished brown toe-cap on the running-board and tried his hand at the puzzle while McIver opened the early edition of the Evening

  News. There was a long report of the previous day’s victory parade in the Mall and a photograph taken from Admiralty Arch. The grey newsprint showed a ghostly King George VI in field

  marshal’s uniform, saluting his blurred regiments of men and women. A rival column offered the puckish face of Tommy Handley kissing the swimsuited winner of a beauty contest at Parliament

  Hill Lido. McIver turned a page and glanced at the crime reports. The last of the small fry who had broadcast to England from Berlin were being sentenced to prison terms. Now that Lord Haw-Haw and

  their leaders had been hanged, the remaining British Fascists rated only half an inside column. A foreign report announced the execution of the Nazi puppet ruler who had been premier of Romania. A

  good many scores were being settled. Like most of those who had seen action, McIver felt no enthusiasm for the process of civilian vengeance. The smug politicians and lawyers, their words dutifully

  echoed by radio and newsreel commentators, inspired only his contempt. Small wonder that the letters BBC were irreverently said by his RAF unit to stand for ‘Bloody Baptist Cant’.




  In any case, McIver cared little about world news. It was the paper’s vision of ease and promise that warmed him. He studied the Piccadilly and Berkeley Square showroom pictures of the new

  Hillman Minx and Rover Saloon, the smiling and well-dressed men and women who smoked Craven-A for their throats’ sake or assured him that Players Please, against a background of evening

  dresses and elegant dance floors. For six years McIver, Blake, Hallam, and their comrades in arms had been told that there was a good time coming. Never was so much owed by so many to so few.

  McIver grinned at the thought. High time that the debt should be paid.




  As they waited at the car, the streets beyond the quiet enclave of Cadogan Square were bright with summer dresses and the parks were strewn with sunbathers. He watched a crocodile of little

  girls from one of the expensive day-schools near Sloane Street moving quietly as nuns under the eye of their mistress. It reassured him to see the future provided for. Turning back to the paper, he

  ran his finger down a list of weekend trains for the seaside. Brighton with its super cinemas, moonlight on the pier, and popsies in the sun. Palm trees and big-band swing at Bournemouth. ‘My

  dreams are getting better all the time.’ The sleek flanks of a Coronation Year locomotive with the air washing away to either side sped towards him on the page. He glanced briefly at the

  latest scores in the county cricket and folded the paper again.




  ‘Silence in the ranks!’ Billy Blake said suddenly. ‘Here she comes. Can’t say the old girl looks exactly pleased with life.’




  Roddy Hallam yawned. ‘She’s a tart, Billy. If you want tarts to look cheerful, you have to pay them first.’




  ‘Chuck it, Rods,’ Blake said quietly. ‘She’s doing this for all of us.’




  ‘I’m a realist, for God’s sake,’ Hallam said. ‘That’s all. I’m the one that camps in her little knocking-shop at night. It smells of tart and

  punter.’




  McIver put away his paper and looked up. A tall young woman had crossed Sloane Street and was rounding the corner. Solitaire. It was absurd to think that she had been born with any other name

  than this. There was glamour in it and her profession, after all, was to be glamorous. The waves of her collar-length auburn hair shone in the sun and the complexion of her beauty was flawless as a

  face-cream advertisement. She walked quickly towards the car, the swagger-jacket buttoned and the metallic blue dress tugging at her knees a little in its tightness. The headpiece was a coquettish

  elaboration of a cloche hat, angled a little, with a light veil which might have covered the upper half of her face but which was now put aside. As usual, the green eyes were wide and the glossy

  lips parted slightly as if in exertion or anticipation. McIver was not surprised that the face had been seen several times in advertisements for soaps and cosmetics. But there was no money in that,

  less than in the brief ‘supernumerary’ crowd scenes when she had appeared before the movie cameras at Pinewood or Denham. Still, at twenty-six, the line and agility of her figure would

  have been the envy of most girls ten years younger. She moved with an actressy manner, brisk and correct. Yet the authority of her manner was no more than skin deep.




  Blake was humming to himself, as he watched her. ‘I’d say Mr Sandman sent you a dream, Johnny . . . Made her complexion like peaches and cream too . . .’ He sighed. ‘Talk

  about melt in your mouth. You’re a lucky old sod, McIver. You really are.’




  He took his foot off the running-board, opened the door, and watched as the young woman stooped into the rear of the car. He walked round the back of the Airflow and got in beside her. Solitaire

  propped her black patent leather handbag against the side of the seat, unpinned her hat and shook her hair free along her shoulders. From the bag, she took a flat gold case, angular and smooth, and

  drew from it a cigarette gilt-stamped with the monogram of a Bond Street tobacconist. The case had been untidily filled, as though she might have replenished it hastily from the silver table-box in

  Tarrant’s flat. Her finger-nail, varnished immaculately blood red, stroked the wheel of a matching lighter. Flame spurted briefly and she exhaled smoke with a sound of relief.




  ‘See anything interesting?’ McIver enquired, but Solitaire ignored him. With her hat removed, her face was tense and her green eyes bright with determination.




  ‘Next time any of you pick a partner for someone’s little lunch party, I want to see him first,’ she said, ‘Mr Hallam’s friend the Moke has the bedroom manners of

  the Gestapo.’




  McIver turned and grinned at her, like a decent but reckless schoolboy. ‘Not had the pleasure of his acquaintance,’ he said casually. ‘And don’t tell us the rest. We

  know. He’s a brute. Don’t worry, old girl. You’ll soon train him.’




  ‘Brute?’ she said, letting out another breath of smoke. ‘He’s practising to be a bloody sadist. It was deliberate. Believe me. Next time, Mr Hallam, find me someone who

  knows what he’s doing!’




  Drawing up the hem of the electric-blue skirt, she detached an elastic suspender-strap and tried to examine the skin above the top of her stocking. McIver watched her in the mirror. There

  appeared to be no mark.




  ‘You could take it as a tribute,’ McIver said, ‘I don’t suppose the poor old Moke meant to play rough. How was the audience?’




  ‘Creepy,’ she said with fastidious elocution. ‘Only Mr Tarrant. That’s weird.’




  ‘Made you blush, did he?’




  She shook her head and the sheen of auburn hair whispered along the shoulders of the dress. ‘I don’t blush,’ she said impatiently, ‘and as a rule, it’s rather good

  with people watching. But when it’s just one man like that, it’s downright creepy.’




  ‘No cameras?’




  She shook her head again. ‘Not part of the deal. Mind you, I wouldn’t put it past him to have one hidden somewhere. Still, he wasn’t actually holding it in his lap.’




  McIver gave her a grin and a wink. ‘We’ll get Roddy to have a word with the Moke. Get him to take dancing lessons. You didn’t happen to see anything worthwhile at Mr

  Tarrant’s, I suppose?’




  Solitaire ignored the question again. ‘It’s going to be a bruise,’ she said sadly, ‘I can’t work with a bruise and there’s going to be one. And these nylons

  were new this morning.’




  McIver shrugged. ‘You’ll get work,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Tarrant has friends who could put you into the movies, properly this time. If you still want that.’




  ‘Like Latifa Noon?’




  ‘Did Tarrant tell you he had her chopped? She was his investment.’




  ‘It’s the assumption everyone’s working on.’




  McIver looked at her in the driving mirror and shook his head. Then he turned the ignition key and watched the sluggish movement of the fuel gauge. They waited for it to reach its maximum.

  Hallam said, ‘Better park this crate somewhere for a while, Johnny. There’s hardly enough juice to move the needle. You don’t want to run dry where there’s law around

  waiting to be helpful. I reckon we might be on their visiting list.’




  McIver tapped the glass of the gauge and watched the needle budge a little.




  ‘There’s plenty of juice, old son, if you know where to find it. Best not hang about here. Anyone might come by. Even Tarrant himself, taking his old woman’s dog for a

  walk.’




  Billy Blake looked in the mirror. ‘Don’t want to break bad news,’ he said, ‘but there’s a car back there with two blokes in it. Been parked there quite a while.

  Might be a bit of interest from the law. Folks in the square complaining of burglaries and all that.’




  ‘Right,’ McIver said, ‘let’s head for home.’




  He started the engine and they slid forwards towards Knightsbridge. At the corner, he gestured towards the long window of the Sloane Street Furriers.




  ‘Be a good girl and see what you get,’ he said to Solitaire in the driving mirror. ‘If this little number clicks, you could go into that store and buy everything in their

  display. That must be worth something. Anyone behind us now, is there, Billy?’




  Blake looked back. ‘Nope. They could’ve been waiting to hoist some other poor sod. Unless they wondered what three of us were waiting for in a car. Those places get burgled by the

  dozen.’




  ‘We wouldn’t dream of it,’ McIver said virtuously. ‘Two of them were done last week. ‘Fair’s fair. Spread the agony a bit.’




  Between the tall Edwardian palaces of the department stores, their pavement blinds pulled out against the sun, there was a glimpse of beech trees in the park. McIver followed a slow trail of

  buses and cars. The washed marble and art-nouveau grilles of Harvey Nichols’ window displays promised good things to come. Like bronze and silken beauty in a conqueror’s triumph, the

  prizes adorned a frieze of slim wax mannequins, slave-girls of a returning warrior.




  McIver felt a sense of well-being at the sight of such opulence. Not that he could do much about the present offering, having bounced a couple of cheques off them already. He wondered if they

  were still looking for ‘Wing Commander John Walker’ and ‘Lieutenant-Colonel Richard Linton’. If they looked long enough, they’d find Walker among the ‘killed in

  action’ files and McIver felt quite sorry he’d had to use the name. Still, doing a brother officer a good turn wouldn’t hurt Walker himself, wherever he might be. Colonel Linton,

  on the other hand, had been president of McIver’s court-martial. The old boy had even tried to be decent about it, as he thought. It seemed to Johnny McIver that the little matter of the

  cheque couldn’t have happened to a nicer person.




  The traffic lights changed to green and the Chrysler moved forward.




  ‘What you have to remember,’ McIver said, ‘is that there can’t be trouble this time. Taking money from a man who’s not supposed to have it in the first place is

  part of the game. I don’t suppose old Tarrant has seen an income tax form in his life. All’s fair . . .’




  ‘In love and war,’ Solitaire said coldly. ‘Don’t tell me about war. That beast has left a thumb mark.’




  ‘Shouldn’t go on about it, old girl,’ said Roddy Hallam quietly, ‘there’s a sport.’




  McIver followed a long circuit into Knightsbridge, absent-mindedly humming the notes of red roses for a blue lady. At Hyde Park Corner the winged victory rose black against the sky of the summer

  afternoon, like an avenging angel. They stopped again at the westbound traffic lights. Beside them, the newspaper seller’s board proclaimed: HALF-BROTHER OF PEER ON BIGAMY

  CHARGE.




  ‘You know,’ said McIver thoughtfully, ‘I wouldn’t mind if that was me. Bigamy isn’t what it was. He’ll get off light – and rich. Might even manage to

  keep both popsies happy. Lucky old sod.’
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  Sergeant Frank Brodie got up from the café table where he sat alone with a drained coffee cup and a paid bill. Across his broad dark-haired scalp greyness and baldness

  were in close competition. Baldness seemed likely to win. He walked across to the shallow half-moon steps of the Temple Court with their potted palms and went from sunlight into the lobby darkness.

  The marble foyer of the apartments was laid out like a hotel with a public call-box to one side. Brodie pushed into it and glanced at the desk clerk who sat with the secrets of his profession in

  the cubby-hole office of the foyer. In the past two years, to Brodie’s knowledge, the metal filing-cabinet had accumulated details of dishonoured cheques, petty thefts, two deaths from

  natural causes, and a suicide by an overdose of sodium amytal. It was an average level of incident in such a place as this. From the telephone box in the lobby, Brodie had a wide view towards the

  mahogany sweep of the reception counter, across the glass-tiled modernism of the square pillars and the sleek beige marble of the broad steps leading to the double elevators. Beyond the dwarf palms

  in their brass urns, he could see that the Temple Court barber’s shop remained empty. The little kiosk that sold tobacco and flowers was shuttered for tea. A service door swung open and there

  was a rattle of china.




  He glanced round again, as if to make sure that he was not overheard. Then he folded his copy of the Evening Standard which had concealed him at the café table and reached for the

  phone. When a young woman’s voice answered he said, ‘Frank Brodie. I’m in the Temple Court apartments. I have something for Inspector Jack Rutter, if he’s there.’




  ‘I’m sorry, Mr Brodie. Special Duty reports should be made to the relevant divisional CID. That’s the agreed procedure.’




  ‘This can’t wait for the divisions.’




  ‘I’ll see what I can do.’




  ‘That’s my girl,’ Brodie said encouragingly.




  There was a pause. Then a voice that sounded as if it might have been relaxing in a deck-chair said, ‘Hello, Frankie boy. What’ve you got for me, then?’




  ‘A bit of news from Sloane Street, Jack,’ Brodie said cautiously. ‘You want to hear about it now?’




  ‘For what it matters,’ Rutter said, ‘just so long as you weren’t breaking rules to get young Suzanne to put you across her knee. What’s happening in the Temple

  precincts, then?’




  ‘Our friend had a visitor,’ Brodie said. ‘Just left. I take it he’s still our closest friend, is he?’




  ‘So they tell me,’ Rutter said wearily. ‘Presumably his mum’s still out, is she?’




  ‘The word is she’s down at the seaside on holiday, more or less permanently, staying in their place down there.’




  ‘So Sonny’s alone and being a naughty boy, is he?’




  Brodie looked across the sunlit marble of the lobby. The florist’s shutter was raised again. An elderly man in oatmeal tweeds was writing a cheque for tulips in a cellophane sheath. His

  face was mottled and thin-blooded in the early summer warmth.




  ‘He had this visitor just now,’ Brodie said softly into the mouthpiece of the phone. ‘Stayed about an hour. Auburn hair. Legs to make you dizzy when she moves. Been up there

  about an hour. Just before she left, she yelled as if she really meant it.’
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