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            PROLOGUE
 
            JACK, FOREVER

         
 
         24 December 1939. Brighton. The middle of the night.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         The driver glanced in the rear-view mirror as the man in the back seat ignited a cigarette with a gold lighter. As the flame burned, the man rubbed his thumb over the cartouche that had been etched with: ‘Jack, Pour Toujours’. It was a gift. She knew that he would appreciate this inscription, because Jack Regent was in the habit of putting his mark on the things he owned: monogrammed shirts from Jermyn Street, engraved silver cigarette cases from Aspreys and gold lighters from Dupont.
 
         Jack snuffed out the flame and drew slowly on the cigarette, pulling the rich pungent smoke deep into his lungs. Then he steadily exhaled, and plumed a chain of smoke towards the mirror that the driver, Henry Pierce, was watching him in. Caught out, Pierce averted his eyes. He knew Jack didn’t like being stared at. He knew he wanted to be alone with his thoughts. The cigarette was Jack’s first real taste of freedom, and he was enjoying it.
         
 
         They were sitting in a maroon 1936 Rover 8: red leather upholstery, walnut dashboard, top of the range. Less than an hour ago Jack Regent had stepped out through the gates of Lewes prison to find Pierce already waiting for him. He had been released early, with a commendation from the Governor. Jack had stopped a prison riot, one he’d organized, incited, then heroically ended. Jack also saved a screw from a beating – a beating he’d ordered, planned, then courageously prevented. It was all just a set-up, resulting in seven years being commuted to eighteen months.
         
 
         Jack had been sent down for a malicious wounding. A bookmaker had refused to pay up, so a razor was pulled out and drawn across his face. Jack left his mark. The choice of weapon, the open razor, was not typical of Jack, however. He had always thought razors childish, a twee English affectation. You could never put enough force behind a razor to do the real damage. It acted more as a warning. Regent didn’t hold with the idea of warning his enemies, therefore the bookie was viewed as a mistake. A mistake he promised himself he would never make again. A promise he was going to keep tonight. Jack took one last hit of his cigarette, then stubbed it out.
         
 
         That gesture was Henry Pierce’s cue. Pierce opened the car door, unfolded himself from the driver’s seat and expanded to his full bulk: six foot five inches and 230 pounds. An imposing figure sheathed in black from the brogues on his feet to the Homburg on his head. He reached into the pockets of his long black chesterfield overcoat and took out a pair of kid-leather gloves – black – that fitted over his large, brutal hands like a second skin.
         
 
         As an ex-pro wrestler, Henry Pierce appreciated the importance of a good costume and putting on a performance. He’d once toured the country, playing to packed houses under the guise of a Red Indian; entering the ring in a full feather headdress, warpaint, a tomahawk tucked into his trunks and a squaw by his side, to the accompaniment of tom-tom drums and loud boos from the crowd. Pierce was the arch villain of the ring, and a top draw until one night he got carried away and almost killed a fellow wrestler. Pierce treated life as if he was still in the ring, still the arch villain, still the performer. He’d just swapped the feather headdress and buckskins for black.
         
 
         The sharp sodium wind pricked Pierce’s scarred face. Scars he’d picked up years ago, but somehow they’d never weathered, just remaining smooth, shiny and pink. A long stripe running from an ear lobe to his top lip sectioned off one quarter of his face. A spider’s web on his cheekbone where the business end of a broken stout bottle had been plunged. His left eye resembled a rare bird’s egg sitting in a nest – a nest of scars. A shard of glass had penetrated it, leaving it completely redundant: a speckled, marbled jelly with streaky blue and red blood vessels running through it. Sometimes he wore an eyepatch, other times he liked the feeling of unease it gave people when he looked at them. And for his line of work it was as good a tool for intimidation as a knife or a gun. He’d long decided that he liked his bad eye better than his good eye, but appreciated the fact that he needed the good eye to witness just how monumentally unpleasant the bad eye looked. He wouldn’t swap it for the world, never mind for another good eye. And this is how Henry Pierce viewed the world.
         
 
         He opened the rear door.
 
         Jack Regent stepped out of the car, one foot hitting the pavement lightly, and one heavier foot following. The left foot was clubbed; he had a certain gait when he walked, but the club foot with its built-up shoe never affected his swiftness, never impeded him from what he had to do. And, like Henry Pierce, he’d learned to appreciate his physical disadvantage, but the club foot signified more than a few scars could ever achieve. For Jack had been born with it: a gift from God that marked him out.
         
 
         The wind-driven snow had been falling steadily and had dusted the street white. A scattering of windows were illuminated with decorous Christmas fairy lights. The tall Georgian terraced town houses that lined St Michael’s Place had long taken a beating, been slummed over and turned into walk-up flats. One-or two-bedroom dwellings with shared bathrooms and toilets located off shabby hallways.
         
 
         The front door of number 27 had a red and green festive wreath attached to its heavy brass knocker. The door was off the latch and the two men made their way inside to the dark hallway. Without turning on the light, Jack made his way up the stairs. It was on the stairs that Jack’s heavy-booted foot pronounced itself, the light foot levering its way upwards, while taking the weight off the other, which then landed with a distinctive thud.
         
 
         Four floors up and they were on the desired landing. Jack stood at the door he was about to enter and listened for signs of life … All he heard was his own breath, measured and calm. The climb had taken nothing out of him, nor did the thought of what he was about to do unnerve him. He stepped back a couple of paces, raised the clubbed foot, then hammered it home, sending the door flying off its lock.
 
         Inside, the startled voices of a man and woman rudely awoken were heard. A light went on in a bedroom. A sliver of it escaped under the door and feebly illuminated the living room where Jack and Pierce now stood.
 
         Jack scanned the room, which was tatty and depressing. Threadbare carpet, damp and mottled peeling wallpaper, cheap painted furniture. As an attempt at seasonal cheer, a small tinsel-covered Christmas tree stood in the corner of the room, shedding pine needles on to a handful of wrapped presents. Some cards stood on the mantelpiece.
         
 
         ‘What the bloody hell is—!’ A woman’s voice, fearful, as she started getting out of bed and pulling on a dressing gown. The doorknob turned. Jack bolted to the door and entered the room before she could exit. The door slammed shut.
 
         ‘No … please, God, no!’ Her panic-pitched voice scorching the ceiling, but going nowhere.
 
         Jack grabbed her hair and reeled her in towards him. Her long, shiny auburn tresses were wrapped around his hand like silk rope as he forced her to her knees. Her head was pulled back, the long white neck exposed, her green eyes wide open and so alive. Jack’s other hand gripped the ebonized hilt of a long slim knife. Her cries quickly muted to gargles and bubbled out in blood as the knife sliced back and forth; fast, savage, severing the spine. Her lifeless body, almost in two parts now, fell to the floor.
 
         Jack then turned his attention to the corner of the room. 
         
 
         And there he crouched, cowering on the floor. Bollock-naked and well and truly backed into a corner. He still had the sweat of his exertions with the woman upon him. No doubt he was cocksure, felt he could handle himself in the right circumstances. These weren’t the right circumstances. He looked up at Jack, and the inevitability of it all took away some of the fear. He knew what was coming, because he knew Jack Regent.
         
 
         Jack held the man’s gaze as he approached, then slowly drew the knife down to the level of his face. With a steady hand he placed the tip of the blade on to the black pupil of the man’s hazel eye. The pupil dilated and contracted – flashing on and off like an emergency signal. The tip of the blade slowly punctured the membrane that covered the jellied lens, yet still the man didn’t squeeze his eyes shut, or even blink. He couldn’t take his gaze off Jack, and time slowed for the kneeling man. His life didn’t flash before him, because what he was watching was so much more compelling than anything that went on before – a front-row seat for his own execution.
         
 
         Jack gave the man a soft smile, almost an adieu. And in one swift, powerful movement drove the knife into his eye, through the soft grey matter until it reached the bone at the back of his skull. His body juddered and twitched as Jack rotated and twisted the blade buried in his head; skewering his brain, shutting down the fear, the thoughts, the memories, until his life faded like a diminishing signal … over and out.
         
 
         Jack came out of the bedroom, switching off the light. Henry Pierce eyed him admiringly. Hardly a drop of blood on the long, perfectly tailored camelhair overcoat. Pierce knew what came next. Whilst it wasn’t exactly routine, this was how they’d done it before. Jack would depart and leave Pierce to get on with his work: the clean-up, the getting rid of the bodies. The tools were in the car. Cut them apart and bury them at sea. Pierce cracked his knuckles inside the black leather gloves, showing his readiness for the task ahead.
 
         But Jack didn’t go immediately, and leave Pierce to his work. He held out the knife and fixed him with a challenging look. Henry Pierce took the weapon simply because it was offered to him. This unexpected gesture threw him slightly, and his heavy brow furrowed in confusion. He didn’t know what came next, so he looked to Jack for further instruction.
         
 
         Jack didn’t say a word. He pulled out his silver cigarette case, took out another of his French cigarettes, put it to his lips and fired it up with the engraved gold lighter. The flame illuminated the dark hallway. Jack inhaled the rich smoke, then plumed it like an instruction towards the door.
 
         Pierce was no longer confused; he had got the message. Sweat prickled his top lip. He quickly wiped it away with the back of one leather-clad hand. He knew Jack might take that for weakness – maybe even insubordination, a questioning of his judgement. Pierce gave him three slow, considered nods and conceded that it was the right thing to do. The only thing to do. By the time he reached the third nod, he wondered why he hadn’t thought of this himself. But that was Jack, always one step ahead. It would join them, bond them in blood: a shared deed they would carry together to the grave. Pierce savoured this morbid thought. He gripped the knife tighter in a hand which still trembled. He reckoned even Jack could forgive him this minor weakness, considering what he was tasked with …
         
 
         Jack left the flat. Pierce listened as those uneven footsteps faded away, heading down the stairs. He then headed towards the bedroom door and pressed his ear against it. The only sound he could hear was his own jagged breath. He opened the door. The room was pitch-black, seemingly windowless. No light from the street lamps below or the three-quarter moon above made its way into the room. But darkness, and whatever it held, never bothered Henry Pierce. Dressed in black, as always, he even felt an affinity with it.
         
 
         The long knife in his hand remained steady now, as he stepped over the threshold and closed the door behind him.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 1
 
            LONDON

         
 
         12 January 1964. Soho, London. Evening.
         
  
         
               

         
 
         Detective Edward Tobin stepped into the Peek-A-Boo Club on Wardour Street. He badged the doorman, a slender young man in a cheap tux that left lots of spare room around the collar. Tobin badged him more out of habit than necessity. They’d met before, and the doorman knew his profession. He was expecting him. As Tobin was led through the club, he reflected on how Soho muscle wasn’t up to much these days.
 
         Tobin, on the other hand, measured five foot eleven inches, weighed in at about sixteen stone, and possessed noticeably more muscle than fat for a man who was a year off his police pension. He’d fought middleweight in the army and for the Met, and as they say – and they always say – he could have been a contender. He looked like an ex-pug. Punched and paunched out, with half-closed, narrow eyes, a spread nose, fat lips and – as he found out when he got his ticket out of Palookaville and fought Freddie Spinx at the Royal Albert Hall – a glass jaw.
         
 
         The club was empty. Dark, low ceilings, cavernous. Small stage, about ten tables. The walls were lined with horseshoe-shaped booths recessed into faux-rock effect walls, with heavy black-velvet curtains that could be drawn around them for more privacy. Tobin looked around the club. He’d been there many times before, but never with a dead body lying on the floor.
         
 
         ‘Where’s Duval?’ he asked.
 
         ‘In his office.’
 
         ‘Then go and get him. And tell him to have my envelope.’
 
         The slender bouncer sloped off.
 
         Tobin went over to inspect the body on the floor. Male, mid-thirties. Suited. Thick head of brown hair on top of a thin, drawn, cadaverous face – which, of course, it now genuinely was. He had smooth skin which just served to accentuate the scores of scars he carried on his face, all varying in size and distinction. Three long razor cuts down his left cheek looked like the latest addition to this collection.
         
 
         Tobin knew the corpse: Tommy Ribbons. He was ‘a face’ and a fixture in Soho. Tommy had a place in Berwick Street, the Author & Book Club. A two-room dive with a bar and a betting parlour upstairs. The only authors that hung out there were the authors of their own misfortune, in hock to books that carried columns of odds and wagers, not prose and poetry.
 
         Ribbons wasn’t his real name. He’d been given that nickname due to the scars he’d picked up over the years – literally cut to ribbons. His real name, long forgotten apart from on his extensive form sheet at West End Central, was Smithson. Thomas Albert Smithson. The extensive razor cuts to the face hadn’t killed him, they were merely wounds he’d picked up two years previously. Tobin knew that because he had worked the case. Ribbons had close ties with the Maltese: he was married to a Maltese girl, and worked as muscle protecting their prostitution rackets in Soho. The Maltese were then trying to get a foothold in the lucrative West End slot-machine business. But two brothers from south-east London already in that business wanted to keep the monopoly, and had sent their emissary to etch their intentions clearly across Tommy’s face.
         
 
         What had killed Tommy Ribbons was plain to see: a twelve-inch carving knife buried to the hilt in his chest. 
         
 
         ‘Looks sort of funny, doesn’t it?’ said the voice behind Tobin.
 
         Tobin looked around hoping to find Duval, but instead he found Detective Treadwell.
 
         ‘I double parked,’ said the young detective, knowing that would displease Tobin. It did.
 
         Tobin wanted Duval here in the room before he wanted Detective Treadwell, because he wanted the envelope. That’s why he’d sent Detective Treadwell off on a parking expedition.
 
         ‘What the fuck’s so funny about it?’ he snarled.
 
         ‘Laid out like that, looks sort of staged. A theatrical depiction of a murder victim.’
 
         Tobin shook his head in mild disgust, major annoyance. ‘What is this, then, some of your poncified university humour? What they call it – satire? Beyond the Pale?’
 
         ‘Fringe, Eddie. Beyond the Fringe,’ replied the young detective thoughtlessly, as he knelt down for a closer look at the body.
         
 
         ‘Smart-arsed bunch of disrespectful public-school irons, the lot of them.’
 
         ‘That’s as maybe, Eddie, but you wouldn’t get this going on in the Establishment Club.’ He continued inspecting the body.
 
         ‘Talk straight, Treadwell.’
 
         ‘OK, how’s this? The knife obviously stopped his pump straight away, accounting for the small amount of blood around the wound and hardly any on the floor. No signs of a struggle. His tie’s still in place, so doesn’t look like he’s been in a fight. No cuts to the hands or arms, suggesting he didn’t raise them to protect himself. Probably didn’t think he had to. And by the time he did, it was too late. I’d say not only did he know his attacker, but he trusted him.’ He glanced up at Tobin. ‘Don’t you think?’
 
         ‘Nice way to start the New Year,’ interrupted Lionel Duval, emerging from the beaded curtain that separated the back room from the main club. Sleek as a shark in a slate-grey suit, his perfectly coiffed silver hair put him in at around fifty; his smooth boyish features put him in at under forty; and the gold-framed tinted glasses that covered those cold dead eyes put him in as a night-time operator. ‘The Fourth Estate will love this shit. That Duncan Webb of the People, he’ll be all over it like a bad case of the pox. Always looking for intrigue, that man.’
         
 
         The irony wasn’t lost on the young detective. As he stood up to greet Duval, he couldn’t help but smile. ‘A scarred-faced gangster found with a knife practically nailing him to the floor of a Soho clip-joint isn’t exactly “cat stuck up a tree” material, Mr Duval.’
         
 
         Duval was a study in indignation. ‘Clip-joint? Eddie, who’s the adjunct?’
 
         ‘This is Detective Vince Treadwell and …’ Before Tobin could finish, Duval had reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a wedge-heavy manila envelope. Tobin cut dead Duval’s indiscretion by dipping his brow into a furrowed frown, raising his voice and putting him straight. ‘Otherwise known as “Vinnie Clean Face”.’ Not subtle but effective. Duval went into reverse and slipped the envelope back into his pocket.
 
         Tobin then felt the need to clarify the nickname, ‘We call him that on account he’s so young and fresh faced. A college boy.’
 
         It was an apt description of the young detective, but a risible explanation of the moniker. Vince registered the point with a small cynical laugh, accompanied by an equally disdainful shake of his head.
 
         ‘Oh, nice to meet you, Detective Tread …?’
 
         ‘Treadwell. Detective Vince Treadwell.’
 
         ‘Tread-well. Detective Vince Treadwell,’ Duval echoed, making a show of committing it to memory. Satisfied it had sunk in and been stored away, he pulled a big convivial grin, showing rows of expensively capped teeth. ‘And please call me Lionel. All my friends call me Lionel.’
 
         ‘You need Murder Squad, Mr Duval.’
 
         Duval understood the message, but kept on grinning.
 
         ‘So how come you called DS Tobin?’ continued Vince.
 
         Duval looked at Tobin for a lead, but none was forthcoming. Tobin wasn’t that fast on his feet – not even in his boxing days. 
         
 
         ‘I called Eddie here because, well, he’s an old acquaintance. And I knew he’d follow the correct procedures, deal with it in the proper manner. Murder Squad, Vice Squad, they’re all much of a muchness to me. All you boys in blue, pinstripe, houndstooth or Harris fucking tweed for that matter are, like I said, Vince, friends of mine.’ Laughing now, Duval offered Vince his hand.
 
         Vince pointedly ignored it, gestured to the body and asked, ‘So what happened here?’
 
         The continued snubs appeared to be water off the shark’s back. Duval’s grin stayed fixed as he replied, ‘Well, from what Colin told me—’
 
         ‘Who’s Colin?’
 
         ‘The doorman,’ replied Tobin.
 
         Vince took out his notebook and started writing.
 
         ‘Tommy Ribbons came in with two mates,’ continued Duval. ‘Maltese guys – dark, swarthy-looking buggers from all accounts. Nattering away in their lingo, ten to the dozen, you know how they do. They sat in the booth.’ He pointed to the booth. ‘Then they ordered some drinks off one of our lovely hostesses, the only one on duty at the time as it thankfully happens. When she returned with the drinks, the two swarthy fellas were gone’ – Duval glanced down at the body ‘– and only he was left.’
 
         ‘Where’s the girl?’ asked Tobin.
 
         ‘I sent her home. She was in floods. In floods, she was, poor cow. She’s new and she comes from Luton. Never seen a dead body, let alone one like this. Nice introduction to the bright lights, eh?’
 
         ‘We’ll need to talk to her,’ said Tobin, ‘and see if she got a good look at the dagos.’
 
         Duval tut-tutted and shook his head, not in admonishment but simply to rectify that last statement. ‘They were Maltese, Eddie. Dagos are Italians.’
 
         ‘I thought Italians were wops,’ replied Tobin. ‘What’s the difference?’ 
         
 
         It was Vince’s turn to shake his head. ‘Nothing, Eddie. I think Mr Duval is just looking after you, wanting you to get your racial epithets right.’
 
         Duval issued a mirthless laugh, then looked Vince up and down, reappraising the young detective. ‘Oh, you’re cute. Whippet-smart, and good-looking, too,’ he said, nodding in wary admiration. ‘Double cute.’
 
         Vince ignored all this and carried on studying the stiff, kneeling again to take a closer look at the weapon that had put him there. ‘Big knife, not the kind you’d carry around with you,’ he said, looking up at Tobin, who knew Soho like the back of his fist. ‘There’s a hardware store on Greek Street sells kitchen supplies, right?’
         
 
         Tobin nodded, his slitty eyes showing no enthusiasm for what Vince was saying.
 
         ‘Maybe it wasn’t planned. They saw Tommy, went and bought the knife, invited him for a drink somewhere dark and empty,’ he continued, switching his attention to Lionel Duval. ‘Somewhere not too many questions get asked, because they don’t like the publicity, and they killed him there.’
 
         ‘What’s the adjunct saying, Eddie?’
 
         Vince stood up. On its second mention, the word ‘adjunct’ had lost its charm.
 
         Tobin raised two placating hands. ‘He’s saying nothing, Lionel. Just speculating.’
 
         ‘Any other witnesses?’ asked Vince. ‘Punters?’
 
         Duval shook his head, then qualified the gesture with, ‘No, we’d only just opened. We don’t attract the normal theatre crowd. We cater for a later clientele. A more adventurous punter, shall we say.’ Again with the big convivial grin, topped off with a wink. ‘All good dirty legal fun.’
 
         ‘So I hear. Got any of it on film?’ Vince asked.
 
         Duval’s grin turned into a grimace as he fixed Vince with a hard stare. ‘Litigious little fucker, ain’t he, Eddie?’ 
         
 
         The club owner had himself recently made front-page news in the People, when a party at his Suffolk mansion had predictably enough turned into an orgy. But, more unpredictably, it was rumoured to have been filmed, with two-way mirrors and hidden cameras all over the gaff. Some fuzzy black-and-whites of a peer of the realm and a Russian diplomat being serviced by a rent boy and one of Duval’s ‘hostesses’ had surfaced on Fleet Street. But the papers couldn’t publish them – lots of arse shots but no faces.
         
 
         ‘All good dirty legal fun,’ echoed the smiling young detective, breaking off the staring competition with Duval and turning his attention to the booth where Tommy Ribbons had sat with his killers.
 
         On the table, a candle stub was stuck in an empty wax-encrusted Mateus Rosé bottle but, like all the other candles in the joint, it hadn’t been lit yet. Dark as it was, Vince reckoned the hostess must have seen Tommy Ribbons cop for the knife, but then Duval had straightened her out with a few quid to keep her mouth shut. Because that’s what you do in Soho: look the other way and keep shtum. Killing a man in a Soho club was as safe a proposition for the perpetrator as using an empty back alley in a ghost town. Vince also figured, for what it was worth, and considering the ‘keep shtum’ policy that pervaded Soho, that Colin the doorman would have been standing by the neon-lit entrance, and therefore must have had a good look at the men.
         
 
         He asked Duval, ‘Where’s Colin?’
 
         ‘Out front, probably.’
 
         Tobin to Vince: ‘Why don’t you go and fetch him. And call the incident in, whilst you’re at it.’
 
         Vince knew that Tobin wanted him out the room so he could finally pocket his envelope. He gave a slow, knowing nod to the two men, making his disapproval of the exchange clear.
 
         Vince had been working Vice Squad, West End Central, for three months, now, and knew that envelopes were all part of the game. Like tips for the bin men at Christmas, that’s how it was explained to him. But it was Christmas all year round for the Vice coppers in Soho, as the clubs, clip-joints, pimps, prostitutes and porno peddlers paid up every week. Just to ensure that they weren’t hassled every week. It was a sweet deal, and Soho had been pretty much wide open since the Messina brothers (three Sicilian white-slavers who had exerted a stranglehold over vice and prostitution in the West End for a good fifteen years) got pinched and deported in 1955.
         
 
         Since then, the nefarious activities of the West End vice rackets had separated into lots of little parcels. Which is just the way Detective Eddie Tobin and his cohorts liked it, because those little parcels soon turned into lots of little envelopes. The envelopes provided insurance for men like Duval, the largest player in Soho. So when a curtain was pulled around a private booth at the Peek-A-Boo Club, and a hostess administered a blow job to a visiting Unilever business man, a Chancery Lane barrister or a Westminster politician, a Scotland Yard policeman wouldn’t suddenly pop his head around the curtain and say, ‘Peek-a-boo!’
         
 
         Vince dutifully went off to get Colin the doorman, then that call to Murder Squad. Thus he let Eddie Tobin collect his regular envelope off Duval who, as dirty as he was, was not a true villain – he was too busy legitimizing himself through buying up his own little parcels of land in the lucrative square mile of Soho.
 
         The club’s reception area was small. Black-and-white glossies of the hostesses, in bikinis and various stages of undress, were tacked to the varnished, pine-panelled walls. Behind a small counter with a cash register on it, a flight of steep, narrow stairs wound their way up through the tall building. But no sign of Colin.
 
         There was a distant cracking sound, with enough force and surprise that Vince’s eyes darted up towards the ceiling. It seemed to emanate from somewhere at the top of the building. Vince suspected a door slamming shut. He stepped over to the stairwell to investigate, noticing an axe and a cosh secreted under the counter. He pressed a light switch on the wall, but the stairs remained dark.
         
 
         Climbing to the first floor he encountered two doors, both of them locked. On the next landing up he could see a light. On the second floor, a shadeless light bulb on its last legs intermittently illuminated the windowless landing. A card inscribed ‘Artist’s Model’ was tacked on to a door and he could hear both the artist and the model at work. Breathless grunts from the artist, and fake groans of pleasure from the model.
         
 
         Hand gripping the rickety wooden banister, he carried on climbing to the third floor, where the stairs then twisted up to a narrow landing. The knackered light bulb in the hallway below didn’t have the strength to make its way up alongside him. Vince gave an involuntary shudder and he was glad Tobin wasn’t there to see it. You never lose your fear of the dark, something deadly hiding in its layers. He stood stock-still for a moment, waited for his eyes to adjust and the blackness before him to dissipate, but finally saw there was nothing on this landing, not even a door.
 
         He cautiously climbed the narrow stairs to the next level, where he could hear the whirring of a machine. It produced a soft but steady hum, as he reached the landing. There was a sliver of smoky-white light filtering through the gap under the door. The whirr of the machine seemed to emphasize a deep silence – then, from inside the room, came the sound of a girl screaming.
 
         Vince tried the door handle, found it was locked. Working on the logic that, if the rickety banisters were anything to go by, the door should be a doddle. He focused on a spot just below the lock, and stepped back against the wall for maximum impact. He then lifted his right leg, pulling it back so his knee was just inches under his chin, then shot the heel of his shoe backwards into the door. The door splintered and cracked along the jamb, then burst open.
 
         He stepped over the threshold and into a small room. On the metal shelves lining it were stacked canisters, containing reels of film. A projector sat on a tall metal table fitted with castors, as the machine projected a beam of white light that cut through the darkness and through a hole in the wall – down to where the girl’s screams were growing louder and more desperate.
 
         Vince made his way towards the cavity and peered through it to see a private cinema, containing just three rows holding about twenty seats. Wall-to-ceiling carpeting served to insulate and deaden the sound as about ten men sat transfixedly staring up at the silver screen.
         
 
         On the screen cavorted two men, either black or blacked up, their faces obscured by crazy-looking wigs and masks. Kitted out like B-movie savages, they were having brutal sex with a young white girl. She was bleach-blonde and junkie-thin, with needle tracks clearly dotted along her opaline arms. Her sun-starved skin displayed a mottled spectrum of pain in shades of black, blue, brown and yellow. Her red-rimmed eyes were vacantly doped up to the full.
 
         The two men clearly weren’t satisfied with the reaction they were getting off their zombie blonde, as they now began to punch her. Their punches weren’t pulled, for there was real venom in their blows, real pain in her cries of distress. And Vince saw genuine fear trying to break through those glazed eyes, so he knew that this raping and beating wasn’t just the usual pornographic play-acting. If it wasn’t for the mocked-up jungle scenery – painted foliage, hanging ropes for vines, African shields and spears resting against a wall – it could have been happening live on a stage right now, and not through the filtered past of the movie screen …
         
 
         All the stuffed envelopes in the world didn’t cover this level of degeneracy, thought Vince. This wasn’t one of the conventional blue movies and stag films that did the rounds of the private cinema clubs of Soho … He suddenly turned numb as he watched one of the men raise a knife …
 
         Vince couldn’t take his eyes off the screen, but he felt helpless to save the skinny girl. All he could do now was to stop the projector – but even that was too late, for her horrifying narrative had already run its course. This was just a record of it, and he was powerless to intervene as the inevitable played out before him. Nausea invaded his guts and started twisting and churning. Sweat prickled along his spine, and his whole body felt overwhelmed. 
         
 
         He was about to break the trance and heave the projector on to the floor, when he noticed a tall figure framed in the doorway.
 
         The girl on the silver screen gave a final scream that trailed off into nothing.
 
         The door slammed shut.
 
         Then blackout.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 2
 
            GOD SAVE THE QUEEN

         
 
         10 May 1964. Scotland Yard.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         ‘That’s not what happened, sir.’
 
         ‘Are you in dispute with me, Treadwell?’
 
         ‘No, sir.’
 
         The man sitting across the desk from him was Chief Superintendent Ian Markham. Stiff and starched in his beribboned, inky-blue uniform, hands clasped before him, he represented authority exuding authority. Markham had an open file laid before him, and the Queen behind him. How’s that for backup? thought Vince.
         
 
         ‘You clearly are in dispute with me. And saying you’re not just puts you further in dispute with me.’
         
 
         ‘Sir.’ Vince didn’t put a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’ in front of his response, because he didn’t want to risk further dispute by either agreeing that he was in dispute or denying it.
 
         ‘Good. Then the case is closed,’ said Markham, also closing the file to emphasize the point.
 
         Vince imperceptibly shook his head in resignation to the fact that what was written in black and white on that report would soon be filed away as the truth. But it wasn’t the truth, and he could never resign himself to the lies. He felt it burning and bubbling  up inside him and just couldn’t help himself blurting out, ‘Eddie Tobin takes an envelope from Lionel Duval every week because he’s bought and paid for and would do anything Duval wants him to, because that’s where his loyalties lie.’
         
 
         Markham’s face was set rigid as he took stock. Then leaned forward, hands clasped again, tightening, white knuckles. ‘Edward Tobin has served the Met with distinction for twenty-five years,’ said Markham. ‘I’ve no need to inform you of our disbelief concerning your judgement in this case.’
         
 
         Markham unclasped his hands and leaned back, elongating his already long body against the back of the tall chair, as if stretching his authority before the young detective. He didn’t stop there, but Vince had stopped listening, and focused instead on the portrait of the Queen behind him. Demure in her long black robe, she seemed to be smiling at him. She looked a little coquettish, comely and come-hither. He thought he might … she looked good. He wasn’t giving serious thought to it, but all things considered, he would rather have been doing anything right now than be sitting opposite Markham, who was currently building up a head of steam and sounding as if he was about to erupt at any moment.
         
 
         Vince stopped thinking about the Queen and focused his attention back on to the Chief Superintendent. What with Markham’s thick, effulgently brilliantined and suspiciously black hair, the black-robed Queen behind him looked like an extension of his head. As if she was growing out of him? No doubt Markham was waiting for the moment when Her Majesty really did stand over him, as he knelt before her to finally have the working-class chips knocked off his shoulders with her ceremonial sword. Arise, Sir Ian, thirty years of loyal service to Queen and Country. And what of the young detective? Off with his head for servicing the Queen! The thought brought a slight smile to Vince’s lips.
         
 
         Not slight enough to escape Markham. ‘I’m glad you think this is funny.’ 
         
 
         ‘I don’t, sir,’ he replied, underestimating his folly with the Queen. But, after what he’d been through, he deserved a laugh.
 
         He’d recently spent twenty-three days in a coma. The doctors were surprised at this, as the head injury had not been that severe. No lasting physical damage to the cranium, the surrounding tissue or the brain itself. A little blood draining to relieve some pressure from a ‘dent on the bonnet’, as the surgeon called it. And that was pretty much it from the sawbones. Four weeks of observation and further testing in the hospital, then three weeks of rest and getting his strength up at a sanatorium on the Kent coast. He’d lost weight, suffered muscle loss, felt as weak as a baby, so he had exercised in the gymnasium every day to get it back. Push-ups, press-ups, sit-ups, dumbbells, medicine ball and callisthenics.
 
         A private Harley Street psychologist who specialized in head trauma had taken an interest in his case and volunteered to oversee his recovery. His name was Dr Hans Boehm and, as quacks go, he was straight from the Rank Organization’s central casting. He reminded Vince of the professor in the Donald Duck cartoons, quack, quack! He had wild grey hair, a long beard, and spoke in a thick Viennese accent. You couldn’t have made him up.
         
 
         It was while talking to Boehm that Vince remembered what he had seen in the projection room, and then the figure at the door. Boehm didn’t seem to judge Vince negatively, but Vince could tell that he didn’t seem to believe him either. He explained to Vince how his version of events had played out in the dark, always a fertile playground for the imagination. Stripped of sight, the most powerful sensory guide, the imagination tended to run riot. The eye is merely a lens, for it’s with the brain that we see. And just because the lens was temporarily switched off, the brain would keep on seeing – but it sees what it wants to see, no longer refracted through the lens but through the power of the imagination. With a beaming grin and in a thick Viennese accent, he reminded Vince that ‘It is only in the night that things go dump, no?’ Vince assured him he wasn’t scared of the dark. 
         
 
         Boehm then adopted a more prosaic approach by asking Vince if there was any history of epilepsy in his family. Vince said there wasn’t. When asked if he himself had ever been prone to blackouts, seizures or time loss, he said he hadn’t. When the good doctor then inquired about any history of schizophrenia in the family, Vince felt like chinning the quack. But, realizing this would just add fuel to the fire, he solemnly and unanimously informed him that there was no such history. Dr Boehm gave Vince some pills for the sporadic headaches he was suffering and reassured him it was just his brain ‘rewiring’ itself after the coma. He was then given a clean bill of health.
 
         But Vince was far from happy. Bang on the head or no bang on the head, he clearly remembered what he’d seen at the Peek-A-Boo Club on Wardour Street. In the projection room. The girl being raped and beaten on the screen. The knife held above her. The figure at the door. The man slamming the door shut. Then the big blackout.
         
 
         Then, as Vince viewed it, the lies that followed. Eddie Tobin had filed his report, and everything was as it was. Tommy Ribbons corpsed out on the deck with a fuck-off carving knife through his pump (the killer nicked two days later was his brother-in-law, as it seemed Tommy had been cheating on his wife with his sister-in-law). A club hostess with the mostest from Luton not seeing a thing. Duval the proprietor not seeing a thing. Colin the unconvincing bantamweight bouncer not seeing a thing, because he was out buying pastries in Frith Street when it all happened. Oh, one thing missing: the handing over of an envelope from Duval to Tobin. But, as no one saw a thing, why waste typewriter ribbon on such details?
         
 
         Then Tobin’s report really did slip on to the bestseller list. After Detective Treadwell failed to return with Colin the doorman, Tobin and Duval had climbed the stairs to the fourth floor, where they found the young detective sparked out in the … storage room. Not a projection room, of course, because, according to all involved, there was no projection room. Because there was no private cinema club.
         
 
         As soon as Vince read Tobin’s report, which was withheld from him until he was fully recuperated, he went back to the Peek-A-Boo Club. He climbed the stairs, entered the room and found a … storage room. Just mops, buckets, brooms, empty boxes. Vince wanted to get a warrant to tear the place apart, scrape off the wallpaper to reveal the fresh plaster used to cover the hole in the wall – to cover up the lies. They said no, so he went next-door to a building, also owned by Duval, and which he believed had housed the private cinema club – only to find it was a newly converted, empty office space.
         
 
         And the figure framed in the doorway, the man Vince thought to have been the projectionist? No one saw him. No one knew him. He didn’t exist.
 
         And Vince’s head wound? He must have got it when he fell. Tripped over something in the dark. A bump in the night.
 
         For Dr Boehm, Eddie Tobin, Chief Superintendent Markham, and everyone else involved, what Vince experienced that night in the Peek-A-Boo just did not happen. His brain was rewiring itself and playing tricks on him. To Vince, however, it was just a big fat cover-up.
 
         But even with the weight of evidence against him, and the facts written up and signed off in the file lying before him, Vince couldn’t concede what he felt to be the truth. Just like he couldn’t save the girl on the silver screen. To give in would be to say that she didn’t exist. As he convalesced in the sanatorium, he painted a picture in his mind of the sad junkie life that had led to her starring role. Vince reckoned she must have suffered more than enough of not existing, or barely registering in life, and ultimately being seen as disposable. So it was left to him to keep her image alive, to conjure her up. To let her simply go would be to lose himself, lose his reason for becoming a policeman. The girl became his measure; his sense of value and belief system. And Vince knew that one day he would return to that case and prove it. Justice for the girl would prevail, and he would destroy the men who did it to her.
         
 
         ‘Where do you stand on the current anti-establishment fad, Treadwell?’
 
         Vince’s ears pricked up. Anti-establishment? Hardly just a fad, he thought. ‘Sir?’
 
         ‘Have a taste for subversive humour?’
 
         ‘Not that I’m aware of, sir.’
 
         ‘I do wonder. I believe a television programme with Mr David Frost is popular amongst some of the younger officers in the canteen.’
 
         ‘That Was The Week That Was.’
         
 
         ‘Quite so.’
 
         ‘I have watched it, sir.’
 
         ‘Mocking Harold Macmillan and other public servants. Who’s next, the Queen?!’
 
         ‘Let’s hope not, sir,’ said Vince, smiling satirically. ‘I’m much more a fan of Mr Tony Hancock and Steptoe and Son – and, of course, Dixon of Dock Green. As for the Queen, I always stand up just before the telly finishes for the night.’
         
 
         Markham leaned forward on his desk, threading his hands together to make a steeple, his thumbs acting as a chin rest, the tips of his forefingers just touching the end of his nose. With his narrowed eyes locked on to Vince’s, he gave him a penetrating and knowing look. Being caught in Markham’s crosshairs spooked Vince enough for him to shift from cheek to cheek in his seat, and to indulge in a nervous clearing of his throat.
 
         Markham took his own sweet authoritative time, letting a weighty silence fill the room, as if to expunge the atmosphere of the trivialities that had just passed between them, and get back on to the sure-footing of police business rather than show business.
 
         A slight smile quivered then parted Markham’s lips, and he said, almost lasciviously, ‘I know what you want, Treadwell. You want Murder.’ 
         
 
         ‘Yes, sir,’ said Vince with a cut-glass authority to match the Chief Superintendent’s tone, and the Queen’s, for that matter.
 
         Markham’s furtive smile broadened once the apple had been taken, then snapped again into cold composure as he sat back in his chair. ‘’Course you do. Murder Squad. Who doesn’t? That’s not a question, it’s a statement of fact. You’re from Brighton, aren’t you, Treadwell?’
 
         ‘Sir.’
 
         ‘Got something for you, then. Kill two birds with one stone. You’re owed some holiday, and I think this is the time for it.’
 
         ‘Sort of itching to get back to work, actually, sir. And I don’t really consider Brighton a holiday destination.’
 
         ‘Treadwell, been watching Mr Alan Wicker, have you?’
 
         Vince didn’t answer. Better safe than sorry. And Markham wasn’t listening, anyway. He had his plans for Vince sorted out before the young detective had stepped through the door.
 
         ‘It would be a dereliction of my duty, Treadwell, if I did not inform you of the hostilities felt from certain quarters towards you as a result of your accusations regarding Detective Tobin,’ said Markham methodically. ‘Edward Tobin leaves us in three weeks. Retirement, bungalow in Bournemouth, I believe. Good luck to him. Best keep out of his way, and let this thing blow over. Don’t want any unpleasantness meanwhile. For those three weeks, you will take a well-deserved break. Some rest and relaxation, visit your family. And this,’ Markham opened his desk drawer and pulled out a case file, ‘should keep the grey matter ticking over.’ He shunted the file across the desk.
 
         Vince opened it.
 
         ‘I know you took an interest in the case when it first came up,’ Markham continued, getting up from behind his desk in readiness to usher the young detective out. ‘I contacted the Superintendent in Brighton. He said they’d be happy to have you, though it’s not officially being handed over to Scotland Yard. And you’d only be down there in an advisory capacity. But it’s a murder case, so a step in the right direction. A foot in the door.’ 
         
 
         Vince looked at the grisly morgue photos featuring a decapitated body. But the image that really caught his eye was a small browning mugshot taken some thirty years ago. He found himself looking at the face of Jack Regent.
         
 
         With his eyes still fixed on the photo, Vince said softly, and meditatively, ‘A foot in the door. Thank you, sir.’
 
         Vince closed the file, stood up and shook Markham’s hand. As he did so, he looked up at the Queen. Wham bam, thank you, Ma’am!

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 3
 
            BRIGHTON

         
 
         Victoria Station was busy with the Whitsun bank-holiday crowds pouring down to Brighton to escape The Smoke. For Vince, Brighton held little seaside appeal or escape from the city. It was a town, but with the feel of a city. A city by the sea. The built-up tenement flats and tightly terraced rows that climbed their way up to the race hill; the white-walled Regency squares offering a facade of symmetry and order to a place that Vince knew was more like a tangled web; the two hulking hotels, the Grand and the Metropole, which sat imperiously on the seafront; the paving stones and corroding blue railings of the promenade that led you down to the beach itself.
         
 
         And then the stones. Lots of them. And broken glass, tar and gnarled, desiccated seaweed that scratched you like rusted barbed wire. There were no sand dunes to play in, no soft landings in this town. To Vince, it was a city like London, just smaller. In London, if you went too far south you got depressed; in Brighton you just got wet. Seagulls ruled the air, not pigeons. Someone once said it was where the debris meets the sea – and that went for the people as well as the place. Vince’s relationship with his home town was a two-fisted affair: Love and Hate.
 
         He bought his ticket and boarded the packed train. With his second-class ticket, he sat in the first-class carriage; just a flash of the badge and the ticket clippy usually gave him the nod, like there was some sort of affinity in uniforms. Clippies and coppers, all trying to keep things running in a good orderly direction, and on time. The train was ten minutes late pulling out of the station, due to ejected drunks.
         
 
         Three weeks, Markham had suggested, so Vince had packed accordingly. Two suits, five shirts, two knitted ties, three Fred Perry tennis shirts, a couple of pairs of summer slacks, a light-blue seersucker jacket, a dark-blue skinny-brimmed straw trilby and a pair of Wayfarer sunglasses for when – or if – the sun ever came out. He also threw in a couple of paperbacks, and a signed hardback copy of the book Dr Boehm had just had published, The Conceit of the Narcissist: A Long, Lingering Look at the Dangerously One-Track Mind in the Mirror.
         
 
         Vince had cooled on this case since Markham had assigned it. He now looked at it for what it was: keeping him off the scene until Eddie Tobin had cleared his desk, collected his mantel clock, and fucked off down to Bournemouth to get some sand in his crab-paste sandwiches.
 
         It might be a murder case but, as far as the ID of the perpetrator was concerned, there seemed to be little mystery involved. It was not so much a Who done it? as a Where is he? and here’s how it had played out. Eleven weeks ago, the body of a male Caucasian in his mid-forties was washed up on Brighton beach. Wrapped in tarpaulin, it floated up smack-bang between the two piers. A major feature of the corpse was that its head and hands had been removed. And, as fingerprints and dental records were pretty much the alpha and omega for tagging stiffs, that made it next to impossible to identify the victim.
         
 
         He didn’t match any missing persons within the time-frame of death given by Pathology. His blood type, O positive, was as common as muck. No tattoos or real distinguishing marks. The carving knife that had been used in the massacre was wrapped in air-tight cellophane and taped to the body. There were fingerprints, or partial print traces, still on the knife. All in all, making for a nice police package. Too nice a package, Vince reckoned. And, to top it off, an anonymous caller had tipped off Scotland Yard that Jack Regent was the killer. But for every murder there’s half a dozen confessors and a baker’s dozen of accusers; usually telephone thrill-seekers getting their long-distance kicks.
         
 
         Markham contacted the Chief Supe in Brighton, and Jack Regent was nicked. Only he wasn’t, because he’d skipped town. And so had his fingerprints. It seemed there were no copies of Jack Regent’s prints on record. Or, if there were, they’d disappeared. As for the mysterious anonymous phone call nailing Jack Regent for this murder, it was commonplace. Regent’s status in the town was almost that of celebrity, but for all that he was enigmatic, publicity-shy and as seldom seen as Garbo. But everyone knew the name, knew the legend.
         
 
         Vince opened his case and took out the Jack Regent file. Some fact, some fiction, but mostly accumulated speculation. Because, in his long criminal career, Jack Regent had only been brought to book once. A seven-year stretch for the malicious wounding of a bookie almost thirty years ago, reduced to eighteen months after he had saved a screw from a serious beating during a prison riot. And nothing else – but no surprises there. For shit, thankfully, has a downward trajectory, so there were plenty of others who had taken the fall for Jack Regent.
 
         Vince read on and pieced together Jack’s personal trajectory. Little of the early life of Jack Regent’s, neé Jacques Rinieri, was known. No known documentation or records, just hearsay, and here’s what it said. Born in Corsica, he came to London in his late teens, and settled in the slum area of the Seven Dials. But he then made his rep in Saffron Hill, London’s Italian quarter in Clerkenwell. Charles ‘Darby’ Sabini and his Italian mob were the prevailing force at the time, holding sway over Soho and clubland. But their biggest racket, in fact the biggest racket during the twenties and thirties, was conducted at the racetracks.
 
         Sabini’s razor gang ran the racecourses in England. The top coppers and judges of the day were rumoured to all be in his pocket and, with the money he was making, his pockets were deep and plentiful. The racetrack rackets were like any other protection racket. If a bookie wanted to set up his ‘pitch’ and lay bets at the races, he had to pay someone for the privilege. Protecting the bookies and taking a percentage of their earnings could bring him in twenty grand in a day. For a big meeting like the Epsom Derby, it could go up to fifty grand. In the twenties and thirties, that was big, big money. And control of the racetracks meant you could control every street-corner bookie, spieler, betting and lay-off parlour in London.
         
 
         A young Jack (or Jacques as he was still known then) was recruited by Sabini when his gang went to war with the Brummigan Boys. The rival gang from the Black Country was headed up by William Kimber, a Birmingham-based bookmaker. Young Jacques Rinieri fitted the bill: though not Italian by nationality, he had enough hot-headed Mediterranean blood coursing through his veins to find an affinity with Sabini. And Sabini liked young Jacques, saw something of himself in him. He treated him like a son and renamed him ‘Jack’. And so it was that young Jack went about his work for Sabini with a diligence and enthusiasm that, along with his club foot, marked him out from the others. Jack was soon leading from the front, cutting, beating and shooting his way to a reputation of fearlessness.
 
         The battles on the racecourses, involving gangs of one or two hundred, made a day at the races a dangerous place to be for the average punter in the late twenties. But Jack didn’t just wait for the race meetings to show his supremacy; he took the fight to them. Ambushing the Brummigan Boys in their pubs, clubs, spielers, train stations or on street corners. When dead bodies started turning up, this new type of organized violence made front-page news, and questions were soon asked in Parliament. An elite group of tough coppers known as the Ghost Squad, with the authorization to fight as dirty as the gangsters themselves, was put together to crush the gangs. It all came to a head in a fierce battle at Lewes racecourse. The Sabini mob, with Jack leading the fray, beat Kimber’s Brummigan Boys, but the game was over and his men were rounded up. At Lewes Assizes, forty of Sabini’s men were handed heavy sentences of up to twenty years each.
         
 
         But young Jack, and Darby Sabini himself, slipped under the net and moved down to Brighton. It’s in Brighton that Jack further anglicized his name, deferring to the royal origin of the town by turning Rinieri into ‘Regent’. Darby Sabini, wise to the last, understood the Darwinian nature of his business and, sensing Jack’s growing contempt for the old-school ways, began to fear his ambition and ruthlessness and decided not to stand in his way. Sabini relinquished his penthouse suite in the Grand Hotel, and retired to the more sedate garden squares of neighbouring Hove.
         
 
         Whatever mobs existed in Brighton, they were no match for Jack. They’d never seen anything like him. He soon imposed his will and took his slice of everything Brighton had to offer. And that was a lot, including gambling, thieving, fencing, protection, prostitution, pubs and clubs. The town was wide open, ready and waiting, and when the War came, Jack turned even more profit. The black market, ration cards, petrol cards, blackout smash-and-grabs, not to mention headline-grabbing bank and wages robberies. Post-war austerity soon turned into post-war prosperity and ‘You’ve never had it so good’, and no one was having it as good as Jack. With rock and roll playing on the jukebox and a packet of three in every man’s back pocket, Jack invested in vending machines – slots, jukeboxes, arcades. Every time a day-tripper put a penny in a slot machine on the south coast, they also were putting a penny in Jack’s pocket. He had the town sewn up, his enemies stitched up, and ‘allegedly’ the law in his pocket.
         
 
         But, to Vince, Jack Regent wasn’t just a name on a case file, or a criminal that needed catching. Vince had grown up on Albion Hill, a tough breeding ground for young tearaways, so he had lived under the spell that Jack cast over the town. Kids would sit around and swap stories in hushed tones of his daring deeds: the headline-grabbing jobs he’d pulled, the beatings he’d doled out, the killings he’d committed, and the fear that he invoked in grown men. Young Vince would listen to those whispered stories, and had once asked his mother about Jack Regent. He’d registered the fear on her face as she told him never to mention that name again. Her reluctance to talk just confirmed what Vince had heard on the streets. And therefore, filtered through the imagination of a child, Jack became omnipotent, omnipresent, a bogeyman, a hex and altogether the stuff of nightmares.
         
 
         Then there was the physical twist that further set him apart and gave him a quality of otherness: Talipes Equinovarus, a club foot. Vince had once read up on Jack’s affliction, and discovered he was in historic company. The Roman emperor Claudius, along with a list of other ailments, was club-footed. But as Roman emperors went, he wasn’t as exciting to read about as his predecessor, Caligula. Then there was Joseph Goebbels, the Nazi propagandist; as well as possessing a forked tongue, he, too, was rumoured to have a club foot. But the most famous club-foot pin-up boy was Lord Byron. Vince had struggled through Don Juan and, whilst Byron’s verse hadn’t stuck in his mind, his reputation had: ‘mad, bad and dangerous to know’. So bad, in fact, that the club foot was rumoured to have been a cloven hoof. Jack Regent would appreciate that, thought Vince.
         
 
         Vince closed the file, deciding he’d fill in the blanks for himself.
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Here he is now, come down to help us swedes. Want a lift, guv?’ called out Detective Tony Machin as he saw Vince emerge from the concourse at Brighton station. Machin was leaning against his racing-green Jaguar Mk X, parked where the taxis sat and waited.
 
         ‘Don’t tell me – you’ve given up being a copper and become a taxi driver?’ Vince smiled.
 
         ‘Better tips, and I get to hear what’s really happening in this town.’ 
         
 
         The two men shook hands. It had been about ten years since they’d last seen each other. They’d grown up in the same neighbourhood, but on different hills.
         
 
         Machin took Vince’s suitcase and put it in the back seat. ‘Let’s get a drink, son,’ he suggested.
 
         
             

         
 
         Machin shouldered his way into the pub, with Vince following behind him. It was a small boozer off Edward Street, just up from Brighton police station.
 
         ‘Two pints please, Shirley.’
 
         ‘Make one of those a club soda,’ said Vince.
 
         ‘What? Don’t drink on duty?’ Machin asked with a big grin.
 
         ‘Don’t drink full-stop.’
 
         Machin stopped grinning when he realized that Vince wasn’t kidding. He looked as if he’d genuinely never heard anything like it before. ‘Fuck me, son, a copper that doesn’t drink.’ He looked around at the barmaid for verification that he wasn’t imagining things. ‘Hear that, Shirley?’
 
         ‘Not all pissheads like you, Anthony,’ said Shirley, giving Vince her customary wink and rolling out a gregarious smile. The term ‘bubbly blonde’ was invented for her, but she’d missed out on ‘bombshell’.
 
         Machin was a regular, so she paid him little mind, because her eyes were all over Vince Tciked what she saw: thick black shiny hair swept back, smooth olive skin, green-brown eyes, a strong straight nose and full lips that Shirley decided were eminently kissable, above a chin that held a dimple – like that actor she fancied, Kirk Douglas. But his dark looks gave him a touch of that other one she liked, Tony Curtis. Shirley habitually compared the pub’s punters with Hollywood film stars, thus managing to turn a dingy little backstreet pub in Kemp Town into the Brown Derby in Hollywood with her, ‘Ooh, a fella came in the other night, looked just like so and so …’ All much to the annoyance of her friends, who’d turn up expecting to find at least a Dirk Bogarde or a Terence Stamp, only to be confronted with a Norman Wisdom. Very few of those men matched up to Shirley’s flights of fantastical description, but this one finally did. He was tall, and she liked them tall, just scraping six foot, with broad shoulders. A light middleweight, athletic and fast-looking under a smart light-grey three-button suit, black knitted-silk tie and crisp white shirt. Took pride in his appearance, she could tell by his footwear, for he was wearing polished black Chelsea boots. Classy, she thought. The sight of men’s socks were always a turn-off.
         
 
         Yeah, Shirley liked him. But she knew her true value in the looks stakes and had him sussed as an arrogant piece of work who also knew his value, and knew she didn’t stand a chance with him. Not sober anyway. She resented pouring his club soda. As she pulled the pump for Machin’s beer, she squeezed her shoulders together and deliberately stooped. It had the desired effect, for both Machin and Vince were instantly drawn to her cleavage; plump, flawless breasts encased in a black lacy bra, under a sheer leopard-spot print blouse.
 
         Machin winked at Vince and said loudly, ‘The beer’s shit but the view’s priceless.’
 
         ‘But you can’t see the sea from here,’ she replied, with a wink.
 
         ‘I’m looking at the best front in town,’ said Machin, winking back.
 
         ‘Cheeky bugger!’ She winked at Vince.
 
         Vince thought about joining in the winking, since it was obviously infectious – like conjunctivitis.
         
 
         ‘He is a cheeky sod, this one!’ said Shirley, her voice full of mock indignation. ‘A disgrace to the boys in blue!’ She looked at Vince; it was him she wanted for the conversation. There was more winking. More mock scandal, and sirens of laughter from Shirley.
 
         Vince had heard enough now and steered his club soda over to a table by the window. He had the case file with him and flicked through it whilst he waited for Machin, who was still courting Shirley with the double-entendre shtick. 
         
 
         Machin was stocky, with cropped hair that saved him from a comb-over. No neck, tough and solid. Vince wondered if he could take him in a fight. He was shorter than Vince, but carried the kind of heft that was hard to knock down. It had always struck Vince as odd that Machin had become a copper, for while growing up, Machin had always got himself involved in the stuff that Vince had grown out of and avoided. But he’d never taken a pinch for any of it, nor picked up a record. So why not be a copper? Pay’s not bad, the pension’s good, and there’s more than enough sidelines and backhanders to make the grief worth it. And that’s exactly how Vince pegged Tony Machin.
         
 
         Machin dumped himself next to Vince, his bulk reverberating through the foam and vinyl bench. He tapped his head with a forefinger and asked, ‘How’s the bonce?’
 
         ‘Still ticking over,’ Vince said, raising his glass. ‘Cheers.’
 
         ‘Cheers. A coma? What’s that like, then, son?’
 
         ‘Eminently forgettable.’
 
         ‘You slipped or something, so I heard?’
 
         Vince just nodded, not wanting to get further into the subject, whereas Machin held his beer up expectantly, halfway between the table and his mouth, wanting to get into it.
 
         ‘That’s right, I slipped. Lights out. Goodnight, Vienna,’ said Vince, hoping to put the matter to bed. ‘Can’t remember a thing. No big deal.’
 
         Machin nodded slowly, more a gesture of weighing him up than agreeing with him. ‘I see, son, I see,’ he said, eventually lifting the pint to his lips and taking a gulp.
 
         Son? That grated on Vince. They were the same age, more or less, though Machin managed to look a good ten years older. On the plus side, it reduced the times Machin called him by his first name, and Vince enjoyed the distance that gave them. He recognized his own taciturn tendencies when he wasn’t a hundred per cent about someone, and Machin was destined to be that someone. Vince reopened the file on the table, before Machin could use it as a beer mat. 
         
 
         ‘Mr Jack Regent,’ noted Machin, in a proclamatory tone.
 
         ‘Any clues?’
 
         ‘He’s not here. We’ve already looked. Not a stone unturned,’ said Machin, raising a halting hand. ‘And don’t tell me there’s a lot of stones in Brighton. We know, and that’s how busy we’ve been with it.’
 
         ‘I don’t doubt that for a second. I hear the south of France, and even Corsica, are nice at this time of year.’
 
         Machin gave a confirmatory nod to the suggestion. ‘Odds on, son. Money in Swiss accounts. Enough to pay off whoever might need paying off. Spend the rest of his days sitting pretty in the sun. With the money he’s made, why wouldn’t he?’
 
         Vince considered this, and it made sense. A man in the autumn of his years, getting out of the rackets to enjoy the fruits of his ill-gotten gains. But Vince hadn’t come down to Brighton to toast Jack Regent’s good fortune. ‘Maybe Regent’s not ready to retire. It’s his town – got a lot invested here. I thought there might be something about the fingerprints on that knife. Could be a frame-up?’
 
         ‘Frame-up?’ demanded Machin, looking as if he might blow the head off his beer with a snort of derision. ‘What’s wrong with him just getting sloppy? Jack Regent messed up. It was bound to happen sooner or later. They get away with it for years and then they get complacent, and that’s how we get ’em.’
         
 
         Vince took a sip of his club soda and mulled over Machin’s assessment. He wasn’t buying it but conceded that, when it came to Jack Regent, he himself did have a vivid imagination. Maybe Vince was looking at it from a kid’s perspective. He’d left Brighton at eighteen and never really returned. Machin had stayed, still lived and worked in the town, and knew Jack personally. To Machin, maybe he was just another villain, more successful than most but still just a villain. Fallible, not invincible. Not a young man any more.
 
         Vince drained his club soda and asked a more sober question: ‘Any clues to who the body was?’ 
         
 
         Machin took a large gulp of his pint and shook his head. ‘Not a clue, son. And we can’t keep it on ice forever. He’ll be going in the ground this week.’
 
         Vince picked up the autopsy photos for a closer look. The headless and handless corpse on the white slab. The smooth hairless chest, with skin like a woman. But even dead, and his body decomposing, Vince could detect the musculature of a strong, sinewy type. He looked like an athlete, yet the report revealed that his liver showed fatty deposits, early signs of cirrhosis, and there were shadows on his lungs. A heavy drinker and smoker, then. Vince thought about the victim and, as with the girl on the silver screen, tried to give him life. A history, a story. Maybe it was because he couldn’t see his face, his eyes, but he drew blanks this time. The victim remained faceless and lifeless.
         
 
         ‘Even when you’re dead, you’re still not out of breath,’ remarked Vince. ‘And with all the gases that build up in a body buried at sea, there’s more than enough to float you to the top even if you’re weighed down. Pros usually stab the chest, puncture the lungs, to let all the air out, so you drop like a stone. And, let’s face it, we’ve got to have Jack pegged as a pro, right?’
 
         Machin nodded in agreement.
 
         Vince ran the tip of his forefinger around the corpse in the photograph. ‘No chest wounds on our boy. My guess, he was meant to be found. And planted with a knife with prints on it.’
 
         ‘Only trace prints. Nothing to get too excited about, son.’
 
         ‘Even so, how hard is it to wipe a knife clean? Then it’s sealed and taped to the body? Whoever did this, wanted us to know who did it – or else frame someone for it.’
 
         Machin didn’t look convinced. He drained his pint and wiped his mouth with the back of his meaty hand.
 
         Just then, the pub door swung open and a suited man lurched in. He was in his mid to late twenties, his freckled face topped off with bright ginger hair that had been dulled down with fistfuls of Brylcreem. Flushed, redder than usual for a redhead, he looked as if he’d just beaten Bannister’s record by running up the hill from the station on Edward Street. He was a copper, and it was urgent. He gave Shirley, with her bawdy banter, a swerve and came straight over to Machin.
         
 
         ‘Vince, meet Ginge, our copper-topped copper,’ said Machin, giving Vince his now customary nod and a wink. ‘He’s a good boy, local, give you all the help you need with the new faces in town. What’s up, Ginge?’
 
         Ginge was still catching his breath as he told him, ‘Bodies.’
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