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  Chapter One




  The sound reverberated on the verge of earshot. It rose from the far shore of the bay, where vulcanised rubber tore and shrilled on hardtop. For three or four seconds the

  high-pitched skid jammed and skated in a mad dance. It broke at last in a scream of tyre-tread, forced out like pain unendurably prolonged.




  Hoskins heard it through the air of the May evening. On that Bank Holiday Monday the first warm weekend of the year was drawing to a close.




  ‘It’s the photographs,’ Harold Moyle was saying across the marble table of the Cakewalk terrace. ‘The other girls in the fifth form swear he keeps following her. They

  think he holds the camera under his coat. And not only that. She has to walk past his house on her way to school. Two of them saw him edging the curtain back and taking pictures of her from his

  front room as she goes by. For God’s sake, Sam, this is not a joke!’




  Hoskins’ mild blue eyes looked past Moyle’s shoulder at the rippling calm of the full tide. He stretched his attention to catch the far-off sound again. To look at the two men

  together, it would have been easy to mistake Chief Inspector Hoskins for the one who was a teacher.




  ‘And what does young Elaine have to say about it?’ he asked quietly. ‘Better still, what does she know?’




  He heard an engine wail, more distinctly across the shimmer of tide. The throttle was open now as if the beast had turned against its tormentors.




  ‘Look,’ Moyle said indulgently, ‘I wouldn’t give you earache for nothing. We’re not talking about a girl of fifteen and a bit of nooky with her boyfriend.

  It’s a man probably two or three times her age. And all I want is someone to warn him off. That’s the lot. Nothing heavy.’ The kindly face with its abundant greying moustache

  chided Hoskins for his own good.




  It could have been a car, open-topped and supercharged.




  Somewhere on Highlands Avenue, the overcliff drive among tall rhododendron hedges. Houses built like toy Balmorals or green-tiled Spanish villas. More probably it was a bike, a powerful German

  brute or a Jap with shining flanks of pearl grey or firebox red and the bounding energy of a thoroughbred stallion. Hoskins smiled understandingly at Moyle and listened for it. The engine roar

  faded behind a rise in the wooded cliffs. It broke cover again with a snarl. The riders of the Chain-Gang might be out for speed, rending the peace of the suburban avenues for the fun of it. But

  the bike sounded out of their class. Possibly someone was being killed across the bay. More likely it was fun.




  ‘And it’s not just that,’ Moyle persisted. ‘The others in her group reckon he walks after her from school. Right to her gate sometimes. And across those back yards, his

  upstairs window can practically see into her bedroom. She told Joanne Taylor that she thinks he tries to watch her undressing at night.’




  ‘She could always close the curtains,’ Hoskins said sceptically. His carefully cut and flattened hair was almost grey, but the smooth tan of his cheeks had not yet given way to

  jowls. In his grandfather’s day he would have been looked on as a man in the prime of life. To a less tolerant generation he was a grandfather himself, a figure of indeterminate middle age.

  The tint of blue in his rimless spectacles magnified and darkened his eyes. It gave him the owlish look of a hopeful and lecherous clerk. He spoke quietly and patiently as a matter of habit. It was

  sometimes hard to catch his words.




  He had never hit a suspect during interrogation and never raised his voice in favour of the noose or the birch. Such reserve made him an oddity in ‘A’ Division. But in twenty years

  the quiet manner had produced results, precisely because every fledgling criminal in the grimy streets of Canton or in the Bank Holiday bother-gangs of Ocean Beach saw him as easy meat. Hoskins had

  never been easy. In the end, his height and bulk betrayed him as a policeman.




  ‘Look . . .’ said Moyle.




  ‘Shut up a minute, Harold, and listen to that engine.’




  The roar faded again behind the trees and cliff walks. Moyle spread his palms helplessly and listened.




  ‘Sam! What’s an engine on a Bank Holiday night? The warriors on the warpath. We’ve got Hot-Rodders and Chains in the fourth form now. A shootout at Ocean Beach. That’s

  Bank Holiday to them. What I’m talking about is Elaine Harris. She’s fifteen. A man of two or three times that age is following her from school in Salisbury Road and taking pictures on

  the sly. Ask yourself why, Sam.’




  ‘Just listen a minute,’ said Hoskins patiently.




  But now there was nothing to be heard above the slow homeward drone of cars in procession below them on the wide sweep of Bay Drive. Across the water towards Sandbar the sun was going down with

  the promise of a storm to come. A rippling tide stretched violet and shot-silk to the bronze rim of the horizon, under a sky of gunpowder grey. On the terrace of the Petshop, known more grandly in

  Hoskins’ youth as the Winter Garden, the stored warmth of the day struck upwards from parterre. At the lower level, the pink paving of the ‘Cakewalk’, once the promenade of youth

  and fashion in the 1930s, edged the sands of Ocean Beach. At its mid-point a green neon arrow on the deck of the New Pier stabbed outwards through the thickening light to the engineering din of the

  funfair pavilion by the landing-stage. A girl in black leather with hair like a mauve thistle-top stopped and looked up by the shrubs of the promenade, as if she recognised the two men.




  ‘Before the war,’ Moyle said, ‘you’d be turned back from the Walk on a Sunday night if you weren’t dressed for it. Even the colliers and their girls from the valley

  towns used to come down in coloured suits and shoes that shone like knives. Like Monte Carlo it was then. Look at it now! You could at least have a word with this bloke, Sam. Turn him up in your

  records and see if he answers. At least that.’




  ‘I’ll have a look, Harold. See if he’s been booked. He doesn’t start bells ringing, though.’




  Beyond the bulky timbers of the landing-stage a red-funnelled steamer churned backwards in its paddle-wash and swung towards its berth in the Canton Railway Dock. The pier amplifiers carried a

  woman’s voice, wailing indolently across the slack water.






      

        

          I dreamed of an island in paradise,




          And you were there . . .




          I stood by the ocean in starlight




          And you were there . . .




          You alone . . .


        


      




  Ocean Beach was the city’s resort, screened by its headland from dockyard cranes and the chimneys of the smelting works. It had no history, only nostalgia. Everything that

  had happened to it was within living memory. Fifty years before, the fashionable restaurants and rendezvous had been smart as advertisements for Imperial Airways or Pullman trains. What survived

  the war had since become the kingdom of club-owners and speculators. Men like Carmel Cooney, owner of the Petshop, Peninsular Trucking, Coastal Ground Rents and the Royal Peninsular Emporium. They

  dreamed of a cut-price waterside Las Vegas on the coastal strip of industrial Canton.




  There were more ‘special hours’ drinking certificates in the mile and a half of Ocean Beach than in the whole of Canton city centre. In the cocktail clubs and palais de danse, where

  the young bourgeoisie of the 1930s had tango’d and samba’d, girls from the back streets of the dockland Peninsula and the high-rises of Barrier now danced or stripped or waited table

  for the punters. Their young faces wore contempt like a badge of office.




  ‘Has he ever tried to touch her? Ever flashed it at her? Ever spoken to her?’




  ‘No,’ said Moyle defensively. ‘Not that I know of. Why?’




  ‘Because I’d rather not begin, Harold, by stepping into the largest cow-pat in the field. If that’s all right with you.’




  Hoskins listened again, staring at the empty glasses on which the last condensation of the chilled drink lay wan as windows in a February dawn. But he heard only the distorted and amplified

  yearning of the woman’s voice from the pier. Half a mile away, she might have been crooning at him from the basket chair at the next table.






      

        

          I heard music by Gershwin




          And dreamed of you . . .


        


      






  ‘A quiet word, Sam. That’s all. Just enough to do the trick.’




  Hoskins grunted, without gratitude for the concession.




  ‘If he walks down the same road without soliciting her or touching her or even speaking to her, I can hardly do him for that. If he hangs about, I could have him for obstructing the

  footpath without reasonable cause. But even that’d be dodgy. There’s insulting behaviour, of course, but I wouldn’t like to chance that in court if he never makes an approach. And

  you can hardly get him for taking a picture out of the window of his house.’




  ‘He’s got the camera when he’s walking down the same road as her, Sam! He had it in his hands when she walked past his place once and he was outside, pretending to do something

  with the car. He’d timed when she’d walk by and he must have been waiting for her. She told the others she saw him use the camera, from the corner of her eye.’




  Hoskins sighed.




  ‘There again, Harold, if he’s that gone on her, he’d try something. That’s the form as a rule. Not photographs. In any case, it’s no good saying that taking a

  photograph of someone against their will is a form of assault. It’s been suggested before. There was a test case about it. They decided it didn’t amount to a crime. Photographing a road

  isn’t illegal. Anyone who’s in the frame gets photographed and there’s nothing they can do – legally.’




  Moyle turned a face that had the beginnings of a fifty-year-old tragic mask.




  ‘Suppose he’s making some evil little collection of photographs of her. . . . Suppose . . . you know, wishing things. Like witchcraft, only sex.’




  ‘I’d need a search warrant to find it, Harold. You imagine the grief there’d be if nothing turned up! I could ask the Super. But Ripley wouldn’t go to the stipendiary for

  a warrant. Not on what you’ve given me.’




  The two friends since boyhood were sitting where the terrace was sheltered by the length of the ballroom. Concealed lights flushed the tall windows that overlooked the pier and the Cakewalk.

  What had once been the Winter Garden ballroom was spacious and elegant as a lounge on an ocean liner. Individual tables were ranged round a floor of polished parquet. The square pillars with their

  mirrored surfaces supported a stucco ceiling, an art deco design of elongated nymphs and fauns. Hoskins noticed that the first of the dinner parties had sat down at two tables near the bandstand,

  recessed into the rear wall with a dais that curved into the main area. Few dance bands played there nowadays. No dinner guests came to tango or samba. Mel Cooney’s entertainments offered

  skin and din.




  ‘So there’s nothing to be done?’ Moyle asked. His tone suggested that the meal was to be a glum and reproachful occasion.




  Before Hoskins could reply, a young woman appeared on the terrace. She was wearing so little that she might have come from the beach in her bikini. But high heels and fishnet stockings

  accompanied the breast-halter and briefs in black silk. Her uniform was completed by a black bandana headpiece on which was a brooch with her name: Heather. Her blonde hair had been bobbed and

  curled to give her a fluffy appearance, but the sharp-featured young face, Hoskins noticed, had a look of hardened enamel. It would be like kissing a car door or a refrigerator. She was tall and

  slim, with an air of pursing her lips during a moment of surprise.




  ‘Mr Moyle? Table ready in five minutes, if you’d like to come then.’




  She turned and walked away, the legs taut and agile, the hips performing a controlled squirm.




  ‘Cooney likes them tall,’ Hoskins said. ‘Must be something to do with getting older. Prefers them in the driving-seat. That’s one of his shopgirls, like most of the rest

  out here. Let the boss hump you and you shall be a showgirl at the Petshop. First you wait table, then you show your all on the bandstand where the talent scouts can see. Talent scouts! Still, if

  you come from Barrier or Peninsula, that’s a promise of heaven on earth. Cooney’s heaven and someone else’s earth.’




  Moyle nodded and reminded him of the previous conversation.




  ‘We’ve got to wait until he attacks her, have we?’




  ‘I never said that, Harold. There’s things I can do and things you can do. I can have a quiet word with Superintendent Ripley . . .’




  ‘If you wait for the Ripper, Sam, you’ll wait for ever.’




  ‘All right, Harold. I’ll see if I can get a uniformed man to walk that road when school comes out. Or have one of the “Afternoons” parked where everyone can see

  it.’




  Moyle looked doubtful.




  ‘What can they do if he starts using his camera?’




  Hoskins smiled. ‘You know how it is, Harold. Quiet approach. Friendly chat. “Should be careful with that camera, Sir. Unless we want the folks round here to think that Sir is taking

  pictures of their little girls. Wouldn’t want Sir to get a thumping while the police aren’t here to protect him, would we, Sir?” Works wonders, as a rule. And then escorting him

  at a distance until he gets home. Glimpse of policeman outside noting down number of house and so forth.’




  ‘Harassment, they’ll call it,’ Moyle said gloomily. ‘I thought perhaps if you had a quiet word. You know.’




  ‘Let’s see,’ said Hoskins evasively. ‘I’ll try to take a peep myself in the next few days.’




  As they stood up to go inside, the roar and the slithering shriek of rubber on tarmac came across the water, shrill and hard as fingernails drawn sharply down a slate. They stood there a moment

  longer, listening.




  ‘Wait!’ Hoskins said.




  A chill played on the bones of his back. The duel on the overcliff road no longer had the sound of fun to him. A renewed skid rose through soprano frenzy to an uncontrolled screech that went

  almost off the end of the auditory scale. The sleek-flanked beast was being done to death.




  ‘Wait!’ he said again, daring Moyle to move or speak. There was a moment’s silence across the stillness of the violet tide and then, unmistakably, the massive collision of

  metal like an avalanche of loose rocks. Its echoes died away. Hoskins walked slowly along the Cakewalk terrace and looked out across the rippling flood. He could see nothing on the shore beyond the

  resort. But just at the headland, where the beach was hidden from him, the gunpowder grey of the storm-sky was lit intermittently by a pale reflection of fire.




  





  Chapter Two




  A pang of guilt at cheating his friend nagged Hoskins as he slid behind the wheel of the Vauxhall in the Winter Garden car park. An hour ago he had looked forward to Harold

  Moyle’s dinner. Now his gratitude went out to the riders who had rescued him from a lugubrious conversation. It was only to be half an hour’s reprieve. One of the Evening Patrols out of

  Ocean Beach would be there long before that. Perhaps, when he got back, the dinner could be resumed without Elaine Harris as an invisible guest.




  He went for the over cliff avenue, up the tight curves that climbed through spruce and pine from the western end of Ocean Beach. For two miles, along the overcliff, the wooded slope dropped away

  to the lower promenade of Bay Walk. The upper road edged the cliff-top suburb of Highlands. Where coal barons and shipowners had once built a weekend settlement, the young executives with their

  look-alike families and corporate prosperity were now firmly in possession.




  A few ornamental paths led down to the shore, between banks that flourished with pink-feathered tamarisk and the yellow flower of broom. Through the dark interstices of the pine branches, sweet

  and resinous in the warm aftermath of the day, lay a glimpse of quiescent sea. On the other side of the gently curving road, the barbered rhododendron hedges rose like a fortress wall. Through the

  bars of electronically controlled gates there were filmland visions of scaled-down mansions in Gothic baronial and the whitewashed Spanish arches of the newly rich.




  What made it worse was that Elaine Harris was far from a stranger to him. A year or two older and she might have been done for soliciting by now. The sturdy adolescent with the broad oval of her

  face, the lank fair hair loose upon her shoulders, the narrowed eyes and thin lips, had been booked in Hoskins’ memory. Her slum-child face was matched by a school uniform and a pleated skirt

  that would have looked scanty on a ten-year-old. From the ankle almost to the groin the pallid legs were bare. He had no intention of discussing this with a civilian – not even Harold Moyle.

  But, more than likely, the enthusiast with the camera might by now be one of her clientele.




  Putting the girl from his mind, Hoskins turned on to the beginning of Highlands Avenue. He had driven only a few hundred yards when the traffic burst upon him. The Vauxhall Cavalier was

  engulfed, like a dowdy crab in a shoal of exotic fish swarming the other way. He counted twenty of them. They blasted and swerved and swooped one after the other upon Ocean Beach, like a

  dive-bomber squadron. The shrilling of the horns blotted out even the engine din and the shouts of the drivers.




  The cars were recognisable at once as the customised creations of the Hot-Rodders. Their drivers were the disaffiliated children of Canton accountants or solicitors, the fashion-conscious rebels

  and a sprinkling of criminals who were young but extremely professional. Elongated fins and cantilevered roofs smashed past him, with twin exhausts and pastel designs that were sleek as a tight

  swimsuit. Some of the battle-wagons had been rebuilt in the style of a pre-war Lagonda or a Chrysler Airflow saloon from a Bogart–Cagney movie. One or two might have been an artist’s

  impression of a 1950 spaceship. The warriors showed style, even in their choice of weapons.




  The Hot-Rodders and their younger brothers in Harold Moyle’s fourth form took a pride in their cars to equal that of any rider to hounds with the Pytchley or the Quorn. Several of the

  windscreens were inscribed with the names of the sharply dressed boys and their girls. Suzy—Hooper. . . . Jacqui—Gash. . . .

  Louise—Neville. . . . Chopper—Monnella. . . . Others bore their painted titles in ice-cream colours at the prow: Two-Pipe Poppa. . . Was That a Red

  Light? . . . . Stepaside. . . . Pass Me the Blood, Bub. . . . As if by agreement, the family parties began to shamble away to the car parks and the single-track metro-rail to Canton.

  The Cakewalk with its boiled-sweet colours of neon and its rippling tide became the property of the gangs.




  Hoskins emerged from the swarm where the road curved round the headland. A panorama of Ocean Beach fell away behind him. The pier and its pavilion on fretted arches had the look of a crusader

  palace adrift on the sparkling tide. Above the fish-scale silver of its towers and pinnacles, the little flags stood out bravely in the freshening breeze. The white holiday houses and the black

  scar of the railway track mapped the town at twilight. He steered the car round the corner. Ocean Beach was gone and the cloud ahead of him was dark with smoke.




  A black plume of it had risen from the beach and now hung in a dark wind-pattern of slow dispersal. Smoke but no sign of flame. Hoskins pulled in and switched off the engine.




  He was too late for glory. Parked just ahead of him were two of the Evening Patrols out of Ocean Beach Division. The registration numbers identified them. Whoever had been in the cars was down

  on the shore by now. Without enthusiasm, he locked his door and walked towards the smoke. A stench of hot tyres hung in the air, but there was not a mark on the asphalt. It was the one point on the

  overcliff road where the slopes and pine trees gave way to a steeper drop, just at the headland. Whoever missed the turning had probably gone over at full tilt. A thick odour of smoking rubber and

  scorched paint filled his nostrils.




  He went to the nearest path and began to negotiate the tiled steps. The tropical pines with their bare trunks and branches black against the sky gave an air of the Mediterranean or the Pacific

  to the summer cliffs. The last of a dappled sunlight filtered through their fronds on to the grass, where the land dropped away in green chasms to the sea.




  Until he reached the lower promenade of Bay Walk, raised just above the sands, the banks to either side hid the scene from him. Presently he saw it all.




  Four uniformed men from the patrol cars were staring at the scattered remains of a bike, spread across fifty or sixty feet of firm sand. One of them had a car fire-extinguisher in his hands.

  With a feeling of relief, Hoskins saw that there was no rider. No corpse then, only the dismembered bike. Someone had probably pushed it over in an access of spite. The answer to a seduced wife or

  a stolen girl-friend was frequently to take it out on the guilty party’s car with a sledge-hammer or a shotgun. Cheaper than divorce or marriage, it had become a tribal custom of the Canton

  proletariat. If a car, why not a bike? Virile self-respect would rather destroy than steal. Theft was anonymous. Destruction was personal as a monogram.




  Hoskins consoled himself with the belief that this one could be tidied up in minutes. At least, so far as his part was concerned. After all, he was strictly off-watch. Half an hour and he would

  be back with Harold Moyle, taking dinner off him at Cooney’s Petshop. Watching Heather on the stage with the technique that teased, so long as the enamelled and varnished face was out of

  view. Despite his distaste for Carmel Cooney, he had nothing against Heather and her sisters in the skin-trade. He was in the mood to be led on this evening. And there would be enough story in the

  crashed bike to keep Elaine Harris out of the talk.




  ‘Oi! Chief!’




  As Hoskins jumped down to the firm sand, it was the young patrolman with the extinguisher who turned and bellowed across at him.




  ‘Back on the walk! The beach is closed off!’




  Hoskins kept going, savouring the moment to come. He had never understood why the moment Traffic Division issued a flat cap, the owner slashed the peak, hooding his eyes and assuming the air of

  the Waffen SS. The hooded eyes and the macho moustache came closer.




  ‘You deaf? The beach is closed!’




  Hoskins scarcely did it justice. He drew out the little oblong of plastic, his face and identity on the warrant card apparently photographed through a light green fog.




  ‘Family,’ he said, quiet and even-tempered still. ‘You ought to have known me from a distance, Scottie. Who’s in charge here?’




  There was satisfaction in seeing the colour mount in Scott’s half-hidden bandit face.




  ‘Sorry, Mr Hoskins. No one’s exactly in charge. We just got here and put the fire out. Haven’t even had a chance to call in yet.’




  ‘No one with the bike?’




  ‘Not that we saw, Mr Hoskins. Bloody shame to see one of those end up in pieces. Fuck’s sake, Mr Hoskins, he could have given it to me if he didn’t want it. BMW K100. Top of

  their range, that is. Bloody crime, I call it. The tank must’ve broken off and exploded when it hit the beach. Big tank, too. Almost five gallons when it’s full. No wonder it burnt.

  Caught one of the tyres alight. That’s where the stink’s from.’




  The young patrolman was less abashed than Hoskins considered proper.




  ‘No rider?’ They were walking back to the scattered pieces and twisted frame.




  ‘No sign, boss.’




  ‘Someone pushed five thousand quid’s worth of bike off a cliff-top. Why would that be?’




  ‘We only got here five minutes before you, Mr Hoskins. No one’s had time to work that out. Probably someone squaring a rumpus by dumping the other boy’s bike over the edge.

  Mean, though, I call it. Don’t you?’




  One of the patrolmen was measuring with a tape, the traffic policeman’s kneejerk at disasters great and small.




  ‘Camera,’ said Hoskins softly.




  ‘In the car, sir.’




  ‘Someone go and get it. You’ll need to have all this packed away before the tide comes in and covers it. Call up forensic and lifting tackle. No sense getting a hernia.’




  ‘You go, Lewis,’ said Scott.




  The young probationer, a schoolboy in complexion, doubled away. Hoskins considered the wreckage.




  The BMW tourer had been a beauty, certainly top of its class. Not a yobber-bike, though. Not a mount for the Chains with their flying hair and scuffed black leatherwear. It had a finish of

  silver satin, its frame shaped like a flying fin. The front wheel had been wrenched from its telescopic forks by the impact, the rear one thrown far off. It was the front tyre that had caught the

  furnace roar of the petrol going up. The steel of the frame had been convoluted like a propellor blade. Which of the warriors, Hoskins wondered, would push it over the cliff as a ritual sacrifice?

  Even the Hot-Rodders had a taste for smashing up the riders rather than the bikes.




  ‘That’s where the main fire was, sir.’ Scott pointed to the scorched and twisted shape of the fuel tank on a patch of blackened sand, the container torn away by the impact or

  by its own explosion. ‘It must have gone with a hell of a bang.’




  Hoskins nodded.




  Alone with Scott, he said casually, ‘There’s a regulation about cap-peaks, even for traffic patrols. They’re not to be slashed. Makes you look like the bloody

  Gestapo.’




  Under his moustache, Scott grinned and did not care.




  ‘You don’t live up the estates behind Boot Hill, Mr Hoskins. There’s three of us there on the cars and about two hundred neighbours not working. Fiddling the old king cole into

  the bargain. I’d as soon not be recognised when I’m on the job. Civil servant, that’s my story round the neighbourhood. Processing forms. I’m not in a hurry to have the

  windows put in or the kids spat on in the playground. Lucky if it’s only spit, the way things are. All right?’




  ‘Of course it’s not all right,’ said Hoskins helplessly. ‘What happens when you have to arrest someone you know? They’d recognise your voice for a start.’




  ‘We’ll see,’ said Scott cheerfully, ‘if it happens. Amazing what you can get away with, though. I was in the bridewell once. Just going off duty in civvies, like, when

  they brings in this face I know. Even then he never twigged it. “Bloody hell, Mr Scott,” he says, “have they got you too?” Told him I’d come to identify a push-bike

  I’d had impounded.’




  There was no sign of the young patrolman who had gone up to the car. Impatient to get back to Moyle, Hoskins turned and began to walk up the beach towards the lower promenade, a tall and weighty

  figure in the long shadows. Where the tiled steps of the path led up to Highlands Avenue through the wooded slope, he stopped and listened. There were movements among the trees.




  A little valley divided the cliffs, its stream running between paved banks. Clumps of rhododendron grew wild, among beech and white cherry in blossom. To either side lay shrubberies of holly,

  magnolia and camellia. The parks department had once turned the ravine into a fake glen with grassy glades and rustic fences. Now the fences were down and the paths tangled.




  He straddled the smooth metal rail and dropped down on to the mossed earth. There was a groan of revulsion and a sound of retching. Moving forward, looking for someone who might be the rider of

  the BMW or the agent of its destruction, he saw through the twilight a man crouching. A figure in dark trousers and jacket. The man was vomiting beyond a bush, one arm round the trunk of a tree to

  support himself. His gurglings and heavings stopped and then, after a moment’s pause, began again. The dark clothes might have been a rider’s but, as he lifted his head, he was the

  young policeman whom Scott had sent back to the car. His cap had gone and without it the ginger hair and fresh face seemed more childish than ever.




  Hoskins turned, shouting for Scott and the others. Then he took another step forward, hauling himself up the slope between the trees with one hand gripping the slim grey trunk of a sapling.

  There was nothing amiss that he could see, as he moved towards the crouching figure of the young policeman.




  It was when he took hold of another sapling and pulled that a monstrous shape sprang through the dusk at him from the branches. Hoskins was not a man easily frightened, but his heart beat in his

  throat at the shock as he recoiled from the obscene apparition. A pair of elephantine leather-clad arms swung down and thumped into his chest. A man did a half-somersault from the tree and hung by

  his feet, his face looking upside down into Hoskins’ own. The mouth was open in a derisive gape. The eyes bulged through heavy goggles, as if through pebble-lens spectacles. The scalp was

  covered by a tight leather balaclava to fit under a crash-helmet. Hoskins, who had raised his arms to defend himself, let them drop and stood back. Reason dispersed the nightmare vision.




  He had found the rider of the BMW. That was all.




  The man hung head downwards. The young patrolman with the tender stomach had looked up and found him first. By pulling on the sapling trunk, Hoskins had dislodged the torso but the legs were

  still caught in the branches of a stouter tree. The arms swung lightly as if in a stirring of the breeze. Then, as Hoskins stepped back, the corpse slipped clear under its own downward weight and

  tumbled with extraordinary softness on the bare earth. How long he stood, staring at the grotesque form of death, he could not have said. It was Scott’s voice that he heard first behind him,

  reproaching his idleness.




  ‘He mightn’t be dead, sir.’




  Putting aside the childish horror with an effort, Hoskins guessed that Scott was about to undo the rider’s balaclava to release the pressure on his neck.




  ‘Leave that, Scottie!’ he said softly. ‘It’s probably the only thing that’s holding the poor bugger’s brains in. I’d say he must have copped it

  outright. He fell on the ground just now as if he hadn’t got a bone in his body. He could be pulp inside those clothes.’




  Now that the drama was past, he went through the ritual as he always did in the occasional ghastliness which punctuated the boredom of police routine. He explained it to himself as being on

  ‘automatic pilot’.




  ‘Ambulance,’ he said to the young constable who had finished being sick, ‘and warn the duty commissioner. It might be an accident. But there’s a good chance that

  it’s deliberate.’




  He watched the young man scramble up the slope towards the cars and then returned his attention to the body. It was like that of a drowned man, bloated and swollen by the black protective gear

  of the biker. Scott found the crash-helmet twenty feet away. Hoskins imagined the scene that was to come. The call at one of the mean prefabricated concrete houses on the Boot Hill estates,

  officially known as Parklands, behind the municipal cemetery of Ocean Beach. Enquiries as to whether some teenage Kevin or Gary was the son of the family. The breaking of the news. Finding a

  neighbour to sit with the tear-swollen mother. Coaxing the father – if there was one – to identify the Hot-Rodders’ latest victory. That, thank God, was not for him. Nor to

  enquire how a resident of the estates came to be riding five thousand pounds’ worth of bike. Ocean Beach was not his territory. He was just a passing friend doing it a good turn.




  ‘He went over at full throttle, Mr Hoskins,’ Scott said. ‘For the bike to have shot from under him and gone down on the beach, and him thrown into the trees, he must have

  done.’




  Hoskins shook his head.




  ‘He was probably pushed, Scottie. Chased and then pushed by some sharp young dresser in a fancy car. The warriors are out in Ocean Beach tonight.’




  Turning his face aside to avoid the pop-eyed gaze of the corpse, he checked for a last flicker of vitality. There was no pulse at the throat. He touched the cool plucked-turkey skin, as if it

  were a duty to look for hope that he knew had gone. Gingerly he drew down a zip. He slid his fingers through the opening of the leather tunic and felt a jacket inside. There was a breast pocket

  with a hard oblong shape. He drew out the driving licence and unfolded it.




  Presently he looked up at Scott as the two men stood in the twilight under the trees. Hoskins’ expression betrayed incredulity and despair at human vindictiveness.




  ‘They’ve killed a civilian.’




  Scott looked at him, not understanding.




  ‘The warriors hunt one another,’ Hoskins said, ‘not civilians. That’s the rule. If the name on the licence means what it says, they’ve killed Robin Redlitch-Smith.

  Robbo Smith.’




  The surprise on Scott’s face suggested excitement rather than dismay.




  ‘Robbo Smith? Sports reporter on City Radio?’




  ‘Sports writer on the Western World since he lost the CR contract.’ Hoskins went patiently through the wallet. ‘If it’s him, the warriors seem to have declared

  general war. Wait here a minute.’




  He went up to the cars and laid a hand on the shoulder of the red-haired patrolman. The lad, who was talking into his radio, looked round.




  ‘Have you asked for the name that owned the registration number of the BMW?’




  ‘Not yet, sir. I got the ambulance, the lifting gear in case we need it, the duty superintendent CID and the assistant commissioner operations.’




  ‘Good man. Now, before you do anything else, ask for that number. The ops room can get it from computer records in a minute.’




  Hoskins walked back to his car, unlocked the door and tuned the radio to police frequency. The last fire of the sun and the rippling sea through the pine branches gave Highlands Avenue a look of

  Honolulu or Tahiti. To the coal-owners and shipping bosses of the age of steam, Ocean Beach in summer had been the South Seas on their own doorstep. A voice, which might have been trying to make

  itself heard in a rolling-mill, spoke from the radio.




  ‘Redlitch-Smith. With a hyphen. Robin Royston Redlitch-Smith. Registration dated last March. O.K.?’




  ‘Delta patrol, message received. Thanks.’




  Hoskins sat back in the driving-seat and tried to make sense of it. He watched in the growing darkness as the lights of the vehicles gathered. There was the ambulance and the truck from the

  police motor-pool. The surgeon’s car came and went. The body was carried up from the trees and the ambulance left. Another party with white tape closed off the wooded slope. A generator was

  unloaded and an arc-lamp on its cable was carried down to the spot where the body had been found. There was nothing to be done about searching the beach. The tide was covering that already.




  The war between the warriors was strictly a private affair. The Hot-Rodders with their slick hair and pressed clothes were a debased version of the ‘Beautiful People’ their

  grandparents might have been. The Great Gatsbys of the violent young. The children of the bourgeoisie striking back against the ‘monkeys’ and the ‘yobber-bikes’ of the lower

  orders. To catch a monkey and his girl on a bike and hunt them down was a sport and a purging of the social stock at the same time. The Chains riding in packs of a dozen took such revenge as they

  could. Speed and mobility were their advantage, overtaking and hemming in, blinding a driver by a shattered windscreen or forcing a collision, bringing the Hot-Rod to a halt and devising a one-way

  journey for its occupants.




  So far the serious casualties had been surprisingly few. Seven bikes had been ridden down by the cars in the past year with considerable injuries but only one death. Several cars had been forced

  to a halt. In one case the boy and girl had been badly beaten. In another, his body was found by the car and hers near the municipal tip. The precise details were kept from the public as a matter

  of policy. Mechanised class war was not to be an item of Canton news.




  But Redlitch-Smith was a civilian. The Chain-Gangs did not ride BMW Kl00s. Their machines had a more plebeian appearance and sound. Their gear was embroidered with signs and names of allegiance

  and defiance. The Hot-Rodders knew their enemies. It made no sense.




  Ken Martin, the duty chief inspector from Ocean Beach, took Hoskins’ statement as they sat together in the car.




  ‘I should think he was hunted, Sam,’ he said at last. ‘He didn’t even brake on this corner. They were too close behind him, I suppose. You can’t see it here, but

  the hardtop further back has his rubber all over it. He did everything but pirouette on one wheel. By the time he got here, he was going so fast that he went straight over – with a bit of

  help. We’re closing the road until forensic does a check with the tyres. But it was his mark all right.’




  ‘Then you won’t want me any more just now, will you, Ken?’ Hoskins looked innocently at the chief inspector. ‘Harold Moyle was about to buy me dinner on the old Cakewalk

  terrace when all this happened.’




  ‘Your appetite still as good as ever, is it, Sam?’




  ‘You know how it is, Ken. I do all right.’




  Martin eased himself out of the car. He closed the door and put his face to the open window.




  ‘You don’t want to be seen round places like Carmel Cooney’s more than you need, Sam. It gives a man a reputation.’




  ‘It’s the food, Ken; I can’t keep away from it. He may be the biggest villain in Canton, but he can’t half cook. Best four-courser in town. I’ll be sincerely sorry

  the day he gets banged up. And there’s a new girl on the rostrum with the old now-you-see-it-now-you-don’t: Heather. And the tall one, that works in his window. I think I’m in the

  mood to see a bit this evening.’




  ‘You’re a hard man, Sam,’ Martin said.




  ‘Not yet, Ken. But I hope to be.’




  With an assumed look of fatuous innocence masking his plump face, Hoskins did a three-point turn and drove slowly back to Ocean Beach.




  





  Chapter Three




  By the time that he parked the Cavalier below the Cakewalk terrace, it was fully dark. Clouds obscured the starlight, but the heavy drops of the storm had not yet begun to

  fall. Glancing up at the ballroom windows he saw, like a Victorian mantelpiece silhouette, Harold Moyle’s profile in reproachful contemplation, staring at the girl on the bandstand. Hoskins

  put his conscience to sleep. He walked down towards the blaring and shouting of the Cakewalk at 10 p.m..




  They were gathered on the promenade as usual, on either side of the pier gates. On the far side were the Chains in their ribboned leather and helmets, beer-bellied at twenty and shabbily

  whiskered. Their girls, slouching by the parked bikes, joined in the ‘’ere we go! ’ere we go! ’ere we go!’ football supporters’ chant as they faced the

  Hot-Rodders across the no-man’s-land of the pier approach. Four uniformed men of the Evening Patrol were positioned near the turnstiles. A panda car had drawn up outside the Atlantic Royal

  Hotel on the opposite pavement of Bay Drive.




  On the nearer side of the pier, the confectionery creations of the Hot-Rodders’ battle-wagons filled the parking spaces. About thirty of the drivers, trousers creased knife-sharp and hair

  brilliantined, were sauntering with their girls beside the railings. At first glance they might have been fashion-plates from an old copy of Esquire. Seen closer, they had the same

  slack-mouthed malevolence and stupidity as their rivals with the bikes.




  In the darkness there was a beat of music from the pier pavilion and a cascade of lamps reflected over and over in the dark ripples of the night tide, now flooding against the sea-wall of the

  Cakewalk. Green and orange, like ornamental candy or the lights of Aladdin, the reflections danced and shimmered and melted together in a mesmeric display. The warm air carried a clean smell of

  washed sand and the hot-nougat scent of candy-floss drifting from the stall on the jetty.




  By now almost all the middle-aged and middle-class Bank Holiday trippers had gathered up their children and left. A few still ran the verbal gauntlet of the warriors at the pier entrance. They

  made for the town end of the Cakewalk, beyond the white-tiled modernism of the sea-front Odeon – opened by Anna Neagle during the Abdication crisis. Their sanctuary lay among the subtropical

  gardens and big stores of the Parade. Neither the Chains nor the Hot-Rodders impeded them, except by an occasional shout of abuse. Civilians had no interest for them, Hoskins clung to the truth of

  that.




  Ignoring the four uniformed men who stood guard on the pier turnstiles, he walked slowly by the parked cars. Two-Pipe Poppa. . . Was That a Red Light? . . .

  Louise—Neville. . . Chopper—Monnella. . . Like a nondescript prat-trousered punter, he admired the style and flair of the customised creations. A car

  that had hit a bike with sufficient impact to send it over the cliff would have a dent the size of a dustbin-lid. One by one, he studied the ice-cream-coloured roadsters.




  ‘Want a ride, dad? Oi, you! Want a ride?’




  The derision came from a group of scruffy eight-year-olds, admirers of the Hot-Rodders, perched on the blue promenade rails. Childish innocence was not a feature of Canton or Ocean Beach. The

  middle-class motorist whose car went missing was apt to blame an adult thief or adolescent lout. Last month’s figures, Hoskins recalled, showed that a third of all vehicle theft in the

  districts of Barrier and Orient was the work of those under the age of fourteen. One midget, too short to reach the pedals from the seat, was caught in Canton city centre driving a Jetta standing

  up.




  ‘Hello, Mr Hoskins. Seen anything you fancy, like?’




  It was not what Hoskins had intended, but as soon as he saw the name Neville on the car, he had braced himself for recognition.




  ‘Not yet, Mouse,’ he said equably, ‘but I’ll keep looking.’




  Neville, ‘The Mouse’, was the product of a Welsh sailor and a Caribbean girl from Peninsula. Blunt-faced and humorous, also an artist with a knife or a car ignition, he kept his head

  almost shaved to disguise the premature greyness that afflicted him at twenty. He had been done once for pimping, in a house off Martello Square, and twice for taking away and driving uninsured.

  His nickname was a tribute to virility. In dockland brothel-slang, a circumcised penis was traditionally called a bald mouse.




  ‘You only got to say, Mr Hoskins. If there’s anything catched the eye. Anything. You know. I can tell you a few jacks down “A” Division wouldn’t say goodbye to

  that.’




  Hoskins looked past Neville’s sardonic grin at the girl who stood back a few paces. The Mouse had her on a leash, the tail of it in his hand and the collar round her neck. She looked

  neither subdued nor excited, but indifferent. It was no more to her than a pearl necklace. Hoskins, small-talking Neville, made a note of Louise for future reference. A check on the occurrence book

  of the dirty squad, perhaps. Not tall, he thought, and her pale shape just a little plump. She had the air of an impudent soubrette, eighteen or nineteen years old, with a boldly rounded young

  face, a firm nose and chin. Her dark hair was pulled back straight and slick, her blue eyes seeming saucily rounded by virtue of the darkened lashes. She looked at Hoskins.




  ‘Anything for you, Mr Hoskins,’ the Mouse said. Louise gave a preposterous little snort of laughter.




  ‘I’ll be in touch, Mouse,’ Hoskins said amiably. ‘You can count on that.’




  Neville chuckled and turned away. The girl in tow was dressed almost like a Petshop waitress in the punk chic of long boots and black bikini pants. The Mouse gave Louise a sharp flick behind

  with the leash, as if to display his mastery for Chief Inspector Hoskins’ benefit. Louise made no response, one way or the other. It was all part of the game to her.




  There were days when Neville almost showed willing. An informant. Hoskins wondered about this as he walked on. The Mouse as a plant, in exchange for a little easing up by the Vice Squad. Worth

  consideration. As things were at present, pimping was the least of the city’s troubles. On the whole, the ponces kept order in the trade. They sometimes did the squad’s job for them.

  So, at least, it seemed to Hoskins in a realistic mood.




  Not a mark on any of the cars, which in itself wasn’t surprising. A Hot-Rodder, after a bash like that, would have made for home and some judicious panel-beating. But Hoskins knew most of

  the cars in the pack. So far as he could see, there was no one obviously missing.




  The lights on the pier went out and the gates closed. From somewhere on the Chains’ side of the Cakewalk a bottle rose in the air and came down a few feet from the Hot-Rodders. It did not

  so much smash as burst into a pool of fire about the size of a large dining-table, trickles of flame running in every direction. The Hot-Rodders drew back and the blue light on the panda began to

  flash. A fight broke out in the unlit entrance to the pier jetty, metal shutters now locked over the turnstiles.




  A uniformed inspector appeared from a newly arrived car. The men of the foot patrol, caught between the two factions, were targets for both. In the unlit pier arch, Hoskins just made out a

  police cap falling and a young face going down with distorted tension, as if the lad were trying to concentrate on his pain.




  ‘Get hold of her! Get her!’ shouted the uniformed inspector, indicating one of the girls with the Chains. A second bottle, fortuitously inaccurate, hit the rail of the promenade and

  spilt its fire down the sea-wall stonework towards the tide.
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