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  Author’s Note




  The events of Money with Menaces occupy two months in the career of DCI Sam Hoskins, from early January to early March. Canton and Ocean Beach are a creation of the

  novelist’s imagination. Their police forces, politicians and citizens exist only in fiction. In one sense, Canton is any city. In the near future, it may be every city.
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  PART ONE




  Hi-jack




  Chapter One




  Morning traffic was building fast on the outer ring-road, according to Coastal Radio travel news at five to eight. On the Eastern Causeway it wove and parted like a Road Race

  pin-ball game. Feeder lanes curved and joined, peeled off and spiralled through an industrial mist of January dawn.




  There was ice in the air. No question of that. It chilled the fume-vapours of the steelworks to a haze the colour of nicotined bar smoke. But above the urban traffic lanes a concrete arch of the

  Causeway Flyover and its coiling approach roads patterned the cold ocean sky. In its pin-prick brightness their lines had the artistry of cathedral vaulting.




  From several hundred car radios the same tough-chinned voice predicted a cold day of bright intervals and squally showers, heavy at times on the western coast from Ocean Beach to Sandbar.

  Drivers on the Eastern Causeway heard the radio pips for eight o’clock. Across the rivulets and marshland of the Eastern Levels, Canton city centre appeared distantly. Its new finger-towers

  of white and grey tiles dwarfed the Edwardian belfries and spires.




  The maroon Saab, with its high tail and the bunched muscular span of its wide chassis, hung back a little in the nearside lane. A roof-rack sign proclaimed PENINSULAR 24-HOUR

  PARTS AND RECOVERY. Its driver kept an even distance behind the white Ford Transit. The car and the van turned off, like formation partners. They crossed the Causeway Flyover and glided down

  towards the coastal moors. Ahead of them corrugated steelwork sheds at Atlantic Factors rose vast and gaunt as old airship hangars.




  The outline of the Transit rode tall and square above the Saab’s windscreen. Through one of the van windows at the rear, the back of the driver’s head appeared, anonymous as a wooden

  block.




  With the sweep of a dancer, the Saab began to glide closer. On the right-hand door at the rear of the Transit the inset black handle with its lock was clearly visible. A blue wave-patterned logo

  of the Atlantic District Health Authority filled the adjacent panel. In dull metallic warning, the reinforced bumper of the maroon car caught the offside corner of the white Ford, as if the

  youthful driver of the Saab had misjudged his angle of overtaking.




  The front passenger in the Saab frowned and edged forward a little with excitement. He spoke sidelong to the driver.




  ‘Watch his corner, now. If it jams on his tyre, we shan’t take him anywhere.’




  ‘He won’t need nudging much more,’ the driver said confidently. ‘I reckon we’ve got his attention. Watch out.’




  He looked quickly in his mirror to see the state of the traffic behind.




  ‘You two in the back,’ he said sharply to his other passengers. ‘Get dressed up! Masks on and heads down. And gloves. Don’t forget gloves.’




  There was a moment of fumbling and fitting. Then Pluto the Pup and a Mouse-Mask with the sewn-in rubber smiles of corpses confronted him in the mirror. Big Piggy sat beside him, pressing eagerly

  towards the windshield.




  ‘Right,’ said the teenage driver calmly, pulling on his Foxy Grandpa face, ‘here we go, then.’




  He was up behind the white van again, the lettering of TRANSIT and the blue oval with its FORD signature almost at the top of his own windshield.

  There was a harder jolt that threatened to throw the Saab back into the car behind. Pressed metal caught again in a dismal squeal, like a power saw cutting against the grain of a plank. The orange

  hazard lights on the van began to flash as it lost speed.




  ‘I’d say he felt that,’ said the front passenger in the Saab, as if to himself. ‘I think he knows we’d like a word.’




  Big Piggy leant forward a little from the rear seat.




  ‘Take it easy, Tommo. He could be retired police driving for a firm like that. He could have two-way radio.’




  ‘They don’t have radio,’ the front passenger said quietly. ‘Not on their Transits. Only on the ambulances. I checked that. Any case, he’s a bit too naughty for

  retired police. Watch it, Steve. He’s pulling in.’




  They were well beyond the flyover now, where the hard shoulder began again. The square white shape of the Transit with its low-slung chassis had turned off the carriageway. It stopped with its

  hazard lights still pulsing. The Saab drew up immediately behind it. There was a moment’s pause, as there always was after such impacts. The van driver got used to the idea that the collision

  had really happened. Aggravation and delay settled on him like a cloud. He got down carefully on the passenger side of the cab, screened and protected from the speeding traffic. Slowly, fumbling in

  his pocket for documents, he walked back towards the Saab, now stationary a foot or two behind his own vehicle. He was a short, dark-haired forty-year-old with pebble lens glasses, his breath

  condensing in the raw morning air. He did not look like retired police.




  ‘What’s this game?’ he shouted ahead of him, righteous in his innocence. ‘You stupid little bugger! What’s this game, then?’




  The boy behind the wheel of the Saab got out. As he faced the advancing pebble lenses, hidden from the road by the height of the Transit, he was the larger of the two. The driver of the van

  stopped, seeing the palsied corpse-smile of the rubber Foxy Grandpa. He looked quickly behind him, as if he might break into a run. But Big Piggy had walked round the front of the Ford and the

  driver could see no escape. Foxy Grandpa came one way and Big Piggy the other until the three of them stood by the side of the van, concealed from the road. There was another shield-logo on the

  panel of the Ford Transit and a neat scroll with the words ATLANTIC DISTRICT HEALTH AUTHORITY. CANTON DIVISION.




  Foxy Grandpa took another step forward. In his long shabby coat he might have been a youthful wino from Martello Square or the Pier Head.




  ‘Hi, Jack!’ he said, the smile audible under the Disneyland death mask.




  ‘My name’s not . . .’




  But the long-coated boy was not to be put off. From a baggy pocket of the overcoat he slid a gun that looked like a child’s toy, stained and worn.




  ‘Hi, Jack!’ he said again, amiable but insistent. ‘It’s a hi-jack!’




  The man stared at them.




  ‘You gone bloody mad?’ He gestured at the logo on the side of the Transit. ‘This is a hospital van! There’s nothing here for you.’




  ‘Pharmacy van,’ said the boy with the gun. ‘Pharmacy is what it is, Jack. And what this is, Jack, is a Colt forty-five. Sawn-off barrel. Blow your head apart like a melon at

  this range. See? And what the other gentleman’s showing you is a real sharp carver. Go through you like it was slicing tender cooked turkey. Any bother, Jack, and you could easy be carrying

  your nose home in your hanky. All right? That help to make things clearer, does it, Jack?’




  Big Piggy and Foxy Grandpa were already herding the driver back into his cab. Pebble Lenses tried to stand his ground, a last defiance born of self-respect. Big Piggy moved forward another step,

  the knife still concealed from view of the traffic by the parked van and the flap of his coat. He drew the carver out and tucked its point towards the man’s chin, easing him inside the

  van.




  ‘All right,’ the van driver said morosely, ‘there won’t be any bother.’




  ‘A little ride,’ Big Piggy said, tickling the man’s dewlap with the steel point, letting a spearmint breath into his face. ‘That’s all. You’ll be home for

  lunch. Unless, of course, you’d prefer to be a hero. In that case, Jack, they’ll find you down here and your head somewhere on the bridge up there. All right? Got that?’




  The man said nothing. Big Piggy pressed against him.




  ‘Got that?’ he asked savagely. ‘Have you?’




  The van driver nodded, so far as the blade would permit.




  There was just room for two of them in the cab of the Transit beside the driver. The button-nosed Mouse-Mask slid across the front seat of the maroon Saab behind the wheel. Big Piggy and Foxy

  Grandpa, with his wolfish grin and rimless specs, kept their faces down as they sat close to the driver at the dashboard of the Transit. A moment later the white Ford van with its scraped rear wing

  eased out into the flow of traffic. The new driver of the Saab behind eased off his Mouse-Mask. Foxy Grandpa sighed and looked at his watch. It had taken less than a minute. The best yet.




  ‘Round the circuit and back out to the country,’ said Big Piggy with the carver. ‘You don’t really want to be a hero, do you, Jack? I mean, you don’t get paid for

  being a hero, do you?’




  ‘No,’ said the man numbly.




  ‘That’s better, Jack,’ said Foxy Grandpa, eyes on the road. ‘You could be famous by this evening. You could have your picture in the papers.’




  Big Piggy sniggered. ‘Supposing, that is, you still got something left to take a picture of!’




  ‘You talk too much!’ Foxy Grandpa said sternly. ‘Now, Jack. Signal to turn off on the Sandbar road. Pull into the nearside lane. That’s the trick. Nice and easy. No need

  for you to get hurt unless you want it.’




  The nicotine-coloured haze of Atlantic Factors fell away to their left. They drove for several miles on the country road. It ran inland behind Canton, Lantern Hill and Ocean Beach, inland from

  executive villages. Twenty miles on, beyond anything that Foxy Grandpa had in mind, it would come to the flat spit of Sandbar with its little harbour and wooded hills rising behind the quayside.

  The maroon Saab followed close behind the van. Beyond the urban motorway the Sandbar road was quiet. It was the commuter routes from coastal suburbs, Lantern Hill and Ocean Beach, that were jammed

  at eight o’clock in the morning. Big Piggy fell silent as the bare and dripping winter trees grew denser. Foxy Grandpa gave the orders.




  ‘In here,’ he said suddenly, indicating a makeshift lay-by, puddled and muddied under the overhanging boughs. The driver turned the van, bumping over the rutted gravel, and stopped

  the engine.




  ‘Let’s have the key to the cupboards in the back,’ Big Piggy said.




  ‘They don’t give us keys to the back. We don’t need ’em.’




  Big Piggy fitted his Disney mask a little straighter and sighed.




  ‘I think Jack wants to be a hero, after all,’ he said to Foxy Grandpa. He touched the flat steel of the blade to the side of the man’s face gently and turned to his companion

  again. ‘Wouldn’t you say he wanted to be a hero, after all?’




  ‘Look!’ said the van driver furiously, ‘they don’t give us keys to the cupboards! We don’t need ’em and we don’t want ’em! It’s just

  delivery, see? The surgeries and pharmacies got keys at the places we deliver to. Right? You want to get at the things in the back, there’s a wrench and a hammer in the tool-box down there.

  If it makes any difference!’




  ‘That’s better, Jack,’ said Foxy Grandpa with the gun. ‘More like it. Hands on the steering column now. One either side.’




  The driver had given up long ago. They had no trouble with him. Foxy Grandpa took two lengths of white nylon cord. Pebble Lenses made no objection as they tied his wrists either side of the

  steering wheel. Indeed, he moved aside a little to make their task easier. Jack was not the stuff of which heroes were fashioned.




  ‘Key to the back doors of the van, Jack,’ said Foxy Grandpa reasonably. ‘Don’t tell me you haven’t got one, otherwise I’ll start getting cross with

  you.’




  ‘On the ring with the ignition,’ said the driver sourly. ‘In the column.’




  Foxy Grandpa retrieved it.




  ‘You’re a good boy, you are,’ Big Piggy said admiringly. ‘We might take you on our next little outing.’




  The driver said nothing. The two Disney masks got out, standing concealed behind the van as a single car passed and vanished towards Sandbar in a fading drone. The winter morning was quiet

  again. From the boot of the Saab they took a light steel bar, the size of a ceiling lath, tapered at one end.




  Mouse-Mask reversed the Saab and turned it round, its open boot conveniently close to the van. Big Piggy unlocked the rear doors of the Transit with the driver’s key.




  ‘Right,’ said Foxy Grandpa to the others. ‘Use the pick again. Smash the locks on the compartment.’




  The Transit van’s interior had been fitted out with cupboards, like the kitchenette of a camper. On the double-doors of each cupboard a simple padlock held the handles together. It was a

  half-hearted precaution against casual theft. Mouse-Mask and Big Piggy slid the bar under the handles, wrenching them off together with the lock. As they did so, the van alarm erupted in a shrill

  pulsing whistle. According to the mythology of crime-prevention, the teenage robbers would take fright and run at the sound. But the youth of inner-city Canton were not part of the punters’

  mythology. None of them took the least notice of the siren, as they worked intently to pass out the shoe-box size pharmacy cases.




  Pluto the Pup, in jacket and pleated skirt, kept watch on the driver while the others opened the boot of the car and made more room for the cases inside.




  They retrieved the steel pick. The Saab was loaded in two minutes, the alarm on the Ford Transit still pumping out its whooping blasts. The last of the Disney masks piled back into the car.

  There was a moment of slithering and skidding on the grit as the wheels locked. Then the maroon car shot clear on to the tarmac of the road, heading back fast the way it had come. Half an hour

  later the alarm on the Transit expired, unnoticed. The silence was so intense that the hospital driver, tied to his steering wheel, could hear the chatter of sparrows in a hedge on the far side of

  the winter field.




  





  Chapter Two




  ‘Park here a minute,’ Chief Inspector Hoskins said.




  He sat contentedly in the passenger seat of the Ford Sierra, a bulky greying man of indeterminate middle-age. The blue-tinted glasses gave a veiled scepticism to his round eyes. Sergeant Chance

  drew up by the Cakewalk promenade of Ocean Beach. The sea front tarmac shone black with the rain of the winter day. A storm had been gathering all morning and had broken an hour before lunch. Under

  heavy Channel cloud, the world lay trapped in January murk.




  ‘Hang on a minute,’ Hoskins said. ‘We could be quite a while in conversation with the lovely Billy Catte.’




  He opened the car door against the force of the wind, strolled across the Cakewalk and disappeared into the cream-painted stone of the public conveniences by the pier. The wide promenade itself

  and the Beach Lawns that ran down the centre of Bay Drive were empty, as if the blustery wind had swept them clear of people. The parked car rocked a little under the force of the Atlantic gusts.

  Across the deserted sands came an insistent scrabbling of the slate-grey sea, somewhere between high and low water. The wet uncovered shore glimmered bleak and colourless in the cloud-light.




  Sergeant Chance, a large fresh-faced young man with a flattened mop of black hair, tuned the car radio to Coastal Radio News and found that he was almost too late.




  ‘Coastal Radio News at one-thirteen on Wednesday the fifth of January,’ said the voice of the tough-chinned optimist. ‘The Labour Group on Canton city council plans to

  challenge the government’s latest rate-capping directive in the courts. Canton Lambs Football Club manager, Rory Roberts, promises that the club’s present deficit of eighty thousand

  pounds can be made good by the new sponsorship deals agreed with Peninsular Trucking and the Blue Moon Leisure Complex at Ocean Beach. Reports are coming in of an armed robbery on a van belonging

  to the Atlantic District Health Authority. Neither the authority nor Canton Hospital Security has yet confirmed that the van was delivering drugs from the hospital pharmacy to chemists’ shops

  and doctors’ surgeries. Saturday’s Winter Garden Concert, featuring the Hangman’s Children and Eight O’Clock Walk, has sold out. Black market tickets are reported to be

  changing hands at several times their face-value. Canton police have warned fans to beware of forgeries.’




  Sergeant Chance reached out to turn off the summary.




  ‘And finally,’ said the voice, as if daring him not to listen, ‘local business tycoon, Councillor Carmel Cooney, owner of Peninsular Trucking and Blue Moon Leisure, is in the

  news a second time. To challenge the policies of the council’s ruling Labour group, Mr Cooney has threatened to resign his safe Conservative seat at Hawks Hill and enter the current

  by-election contest in the Canton Dock ward, which had the city’s largest Labour majority before the death of Councillor Tom Robens last week. Ms Eve Ricard, vice-chair of the Labour group,

  dismissed the challenge as a “stunt” and defended the council’s policies on education, police, racism, equal opportunities and sexual harassment. With the time at one-fifteen

  this is Clegg Jones. And that was Coastal Radio News this cold and blustery Wednesday lunchtime. Coming up next, the Foolish Things, “Young Misses in love with Old

  Hits” . . .’




  Hoskins was walking back across the promenade, the wind whipping and snapping at his coat-tails. The radio burst into song and a promise of Memory Lane.




  

    

	  When the moon hits your eye,


	  

	  Like a big piece of pie,


	  

	  That’s am-or-ay . . .


    


  




  Chance turned the switch and Hoskins opened the car door.




  ‘Right, my son. If you’re ready, we’ll go. And that thing is supposed to be on police frequency, not Housewives’ Choice.’




  ‘I was having my break,’ Chance said unapologetically. ‘Entitlement. What’s more, Cooney’s bailing out the Canton Lambs and he’s standing for the Dock ward

  by-election to screw Eve Ricard.’




  Hoskins appeared not to care. A thin rain began to blow in from the sea as they crossed by the bulb-hung arch of the New Pier entrance and walked towards the town. The Chief Inspector turned up

  the collar of his coat.




  ‘Cooney’s a big boy now. Our friend Billy Catte should be enough for me this afternoon.’




  Beyond Bay Drive’s expanse of wet black tarmac, Rundle Street was bright with neon alphabets. Most of the street, leading inland from the New Pier, was occupied by fish restaurants closed

  for the winter and gaming-machine arcades open every day of the year. The letters rippled above the glass fronts in the fruit-gum colours of Lucky Penny, Gold Digger and Mr Cat’s Prize Bingo.

  With every change of neon, a skeletal cat in top hat and tails was lit up from feet to whiskers in radiant electric-blue.




  At the sea front end of Rundle Street, the Edwardian shops and pubs had been reconstructed in cherry-coloured brick. The Cakewalk Bingo and Social Club boasted a flight of steps and cinema doors

  at one side of Catte’s premises. A notice reserved the right to refuse admission. So far as Hoskins knew, that right had never been exercised.




  Ignoring the grander entrance, Hoskins led the way in past the plate-glass swing-doors of Mr Cat’s Lucky Penny Arcade. An Atlantic squall hit the Cakewalk and the seaside streets. Rain

  smacked and ran against the plate-glass, painful as hailstones upon the face.




  Like all the other arcades in the street, the ground floor of Mr Cat’s Prize Bingo was a single concourse bathed in hard fluorescent light. There were several tellers’ booths with

  armoured glass, where the clientele could change its money. A couple of uniformed security guards stared out at the rain-swept street with conspicuous indifference. None of Mr Cat’s winter

  patrons looked like troublemakers. There were half a dozen pensioners in baggy overcoats and scarves, several shabbily dressed young mothers with pushchairs investing their social security benefits

  in Diamond City and Silver Dollar.




  Down the aisles, the gaming-machines stood like sleek and flashing spaceships. In their coffins of armoured glass, Aztec Gold and Bullion Raid offered a waterfall of small change poised on a

  shelf-edge, as if about to pour over at the next drop of a punter’s coin. But it would be a long while and many coins later before that happened. A handwritten notice had been taped to the

  glass. DO NOT BANG. ALARM FITTED.




  Sergeant Chance nodded at a video game across the aisle. A death’s-head and a redhead in green tights had been scrolled on the black glass with loving suggestiveness. ‘Xenophobe.

  Seek out and destroy all hostile and alien life-forms.’




  ‘You reckon we could do him under the Race Relations Act, if all else fails, Sam?’




  Hoskins glowered at the painted glass with its girl in green tights. He strode bulkily towards the door at the back of the arcade.




  On a winter afternoon the staff of the Lucky Penny almost outnumbered the customers. Apart from the young women in the tellers’ booths and the two security guards, the machines were served

  by Mr Cat’s Kittens. Hoskins counted half a dozen of them, each in her middle teens. All were dressed in cherry-red. Three wore tight singlets and extremely short cheer-leader skirts. The

  others had the same singlets but with pants of a tight bikini cut instead of the little skirts.




  ‘Fems and Toms, I’d say,’ Chance marked the difference for Hoskins’ benefit. ‘Bit on the cheeky side in both cases.’




  ‘Yes,’ said Hoskins bleakly. ‘Then, I suppose you’d know, wouldn’t you?’




  Before Chance could reply, Hoskins pushed his way past a single-parent family and reached for the handle of the office door.




  ‘That’s private, there! You want the other way out, squire.’




  Though not appearing to notice their approach, the two security men had headed them off.




  Hoskins fingered out the dim green plastic of his warrant-card.




  ‘Registered security firm, are we?’ he asked pleasantly. ‘Or just doing Mr Catte a personal favour?’




  ‘More of a favour, boss,’ said the second man obligingly. ‘Only it looks better with the caps on.’




  ‘And the baseball bats?’ Hoskins asked in the same pleasant voice.




  ‘Only for show, boss,’ the first man said. ‘Play fair now. Half a dozen young tearaways could come bursting in and do this place any time.’




  Chance walked round them and tapped at the door.




  ‘Must help to stop the pensioners and pregnant mums from vandalising the one-arm bandits,’ he said approvingly.




  Standing back, he waited for Hoskins to lead the way into Catte’s office.




  Billy Catte rose from his sagging leather chair in the corner, a cup of instant coffee in his hand. His office had the dimensions of a prison cell. It was bleak as a communal shower. The only

  window in its distempered walls looked out on to the alleyway at the rear of Rundle Street and had been fitted with steel bars as protection. Faintly, as if from the next room, a Walkman portable

  cassette player filled the smoky room with the lilting chorus of operatic Verdi, ‘Va, pensiero, sull ali’ dorate . . .’




  ‘Mr Hoskins?’ he said cagily. ‘You want to see me? You could have rung up and said. Only I got paperwork to get through this afternoon. If I don’t, then my taxes is late

  and your wages ain’t paid.’




  ‘We don’t phone in advance, Mr Catte. Contrary to policy.’




  Catte was a dark burly man with a nose that seemed broader from having been broken long ago. He had the makings of an amiable bruiser but the slight protrusion of his eyes suggested indignation

  rather than amiability. With his cropped springy hair and arched brows, he looked perpetually surprised at the malice of the world. Just then, it suited his tone.




  ‘You’re not saying I’ve stepped out of line, are you, Mr Hoskins? Because I most certainly have not.’




  Hoskins unloaded one of the steel-frame chairs stacked in a corner and nodded to Chance to take the other.




  ‘I’m not saying you’ve done anything. It’s what other people tell me. So me and Sergeant Chance are going to sit down here with you and get this sorted. Right?’




  ‘What people? What things?’




  Catte watched them shift their chairs into place. As yet he did not sit down. He stood over the two policemen with the plaintive bewilderment of the innocent. Behind him rose a tall grey safe of

  hardened steel with a broken lock. Above it, a machine service calender from Manchester showed two naked and sun-toasted girls splashing through the shallows of a Pacific beach. The ashtray on the

  desk was full and there were two unwashed cups next to a tarnished electric kettle. Of Catte’s paperwork there was no sign beyond an imported and badly creased paperback which promised

  Elaine Cox, A Well-Reared Tomboy. The book lay spread, cover upwards, on the desk. Hoskins picked it up, turned it and glanced at the type. The pages exuded the pleasures of private

  reformatory management. He winced and put it back.




  ‘You think we could have that music off, Mr Catte?’




  ‘No,’ said Catte bluntly. ‘I like a tune. Helps me think. Just because the punters and the yobs want bongo rubbish don’t mean I can’t have something decent in here.

  What people and what things?’




  Vibrant and gathering intensity, La Scala sang of its homeland, ‘Del Giordano la riva saluta . . .’




  ‘Social services, Mr Catte,’ said Hoskins, as if he regretted the inconvenience. ‘They’re the people complaining. We have to take notice of them.’




  Billy Catte sat down. He scowled but turned the volume of the music a little lower.




  ‘Look!’ he said. ‘I got bloody Income, Tax inspectors. I got bloody Customs and Excise with their Value Added Tax. I got bloody fire regulations. I got bloody gaming laws. I

  got bloody planning restrictions!’




  ‘And now you got bloody social services,’ Chance said brightly. Hoskins frowned.




  ‘But why?’ Catte spread out his hands, appealing to them at the injustice of the whole thing. ‘Tell me why?’




  ‘Because you’ve also got Melanie Paget out there, dressed up in hot-pants and tight sweater.’




  ‘So? Fifteen. She can work a few hours if she wants. Same as she might deliver newspapers. And there’s nothing wrong with that uniform unless someone’s got a dirty mind. Just a

  bit of a lark. She’s not wearing any less than she would be on the beach in summer. If she wants to stick it out a bit, that’s strictly up to her. I’m not running a

  kindergarten.’




  ‘You know the machine arcade owners’ code of practice? No one under eighteen allowed in?’ Hoskins asked.




  Billy Catte had considered the question long ago. He shrugged.




  ‘That’s for punters, not staff. Staff can be any age. Any case, I don’t belong to their poxy association.’




  Hoskins nodded, as if he understood.




  ‘Fair enough, Mr Catte. So that just leaves me one problem. Am I going to do you under section three of the Gaming Act, 1968, or section two of the Children and Young Persons Act, 1933? Or

  possibly both? Maximum, two years’ board and lodging at Her Majesty’s expense. What would you think, Mr Catte?’




  Catte’s expression was unchanged by the bad news. He appeared to think for a few seconds, as if out of respect for Hoskins.




  ‘What I think,’ he said at last, ‘is that you and your boyfriend here can go and do one another inside-out for all I care. And anything else you got to say, you can say to my

  brief.’




  ‘Jack Cam would that be?’ Chance asked innocently.




  Billy Catte glowered at him.




  ‘For what it matters to you, son, it’s Claude Roberts, as you’ll bloody soon find out if this keeps up.’




  Hoskins intervened. ‘I’m not talking about her age, Mr Catte. And I don’t care if she goes round in a mini-skirt or hot-pants. Your trouble is that if she’s caught here,

  working during school hours, then it’s a free ride to the Crown Court for you.’




  But Catte was unimpressed.




  ‘So?’




  Hoskins sighed again, as if with strained tolerance.




  ‘In case you hadn’t heard, my friend, holidays ended last week. School is back. They don’t knock off till four this afternoon. It’s now just short of two. All

  right?’




  ‘That!’ said Billy Catte scornfully. ‘It’s Wednesday afternoon. They have hockey on Wednesday afternoon. She don’t do hockey. Ask her dad.’




  Hoskins nodded.




  ‘Social services and the DHSS are going to be asking her dad about that,’ he said reassuringly. ‘That and a lot of other things. And you still look like top billing for the

  Crown Court, my friend. There’s a string of complaints like this.’




  Catte was still unmoved.




  ‘Apprentice is what she is,’ he said. ‘And in that case it don’t matter whether she’s here or school.’




  Sergeant Chance grinned at the absurdity of it.




  ‘Apprentice? Old Claude Roberts tell you that, did he? In that case, you need Jack Cam even worse than you look!’




  He got up and opened the office door a few inches. Melanie, the long fair hair slanting across a knowing face, was clearing out cigarette ends and gum-wrappers from under the machines with a

  long-handled broom. Chance closed the door and sat down.




  ‘Apprentice!’ He grinned again as if admiring Billy Catte’s pluck. ‘She’s on the brush, that’s all she is. See for yourself!’




  Catte stood up. He took the kettle and began to mix instant coffee for himself with a well-used spoon.




  ‘You want to be witty, Sergeant Chance, you go and do it with Claude Roberts. And unless you can show me why not, I want the pair of you out of these premises now. And if you think I got

  this far in life to be stopped by some pouftah or lessie in the social services, you got another think coming.’




  Hoskins made no attempt to move.




  ‘You’ve got me wrong, Mr Catte,’ he said quietly. ‘I don’t think it’s the social services that’ll finish you.’




  ‘Then what’s all this garbage for this afternoon?’




  Hoskins looked at him with faint curiosity.




  ‘You want to use your imagination, Mr Catte. Suppose there’s a real rumpus now, which there will be if you don’t start seeing sense. Who’s going to be the one

  that’s really cross with you? Not me. Not Mr Chance. Not the social services. It won’t be pouftahs and lessies, that’s a promise. They’ve got unions and rules. Knock off at

  five o’clock and go home for the night. But if you start acting half-smart, and there’s inspectors crawling over every gaming arcade and club in this town, it’s going to be down

  to you. And who’s going to suffer most? Not a little man like you. It’s Mr Cooney and his friends that’re going to find themselves up to their necks in investigations and

  inspections. Now, I can’t say how they’ll feel about it. But I’d bet a fiver it’ll be you out the front of the class and touching your toes as an example to the

  rest.’




  Billy Catte sipped his tepid coffee.




  ‘You don’t stop trying, do you, Hoskins? It don’t get through to you, does it? If you come here to quote laws and regulations, you could have saved yourself the petrol. For all

  I care, the two of you and the social services and the rest of it can go and piss up a rope together. I don’t discuss laws with you any more than I talk about taxes with the tax inspector. I

  got an accountant that does that. And I got Claude Roberts to talk about laws with you. Right?’




  ‘That’s silly,’ Hoskins said gently. ‘It’s just making trouble.’




  But Catte was in command now.




  ‘Is it? You listen to me. Suppose you go back to your social services pouf and tell him to bring charges. What happens? Letters go to and fro to see if I’m doing what he thinks

  I’m doing. You’d be lucky to get a warrant this side of next Christmas. So then there’s charges. And after that it goes to some pimply young wanker in the prosecution service.

  Another six or twelve months while he gets his head out of his pants and decides if it’s worth going on with your charges. And he won’t because he’ll see he’s on a hiding to

  nothing. But even if he does, there’s a three-year queue for the Crown Court. So all you’re telling me is that I might end up in court in about five years time, if I’m unlucky.

  That’s nothing to the concern I’ve got about very likely having to have a hip-replacement. And if that happens as well, I shan’t be available for court till after you’ve

  retired. Still, meanwhile, I’m doing very nicely in the trade.’




  Billy Catte took another sip of grey coffee, pulled a face, and abandoned the cup on his desk. Then he continued.




  ‘And there again, Mr Hoskins. Even if I do get taken to court, my brief’ll be smarter than yours. No offence, but I can afford better. Quiet word with his lordship the judge

  beforehand. Custodial sentence not appropriate. Young Melanie called in evidence, twenty years old by then, supposing you can still find her. Not going to do much for your side, is she? She might

  tell a story in the dock that you wouldn’t like one bit. Being harassed by the social services and made to say things that weren’t true. Not going to sound too clever, is it? So if the

  worst happens to me, I reckon it’s a slap on the wrist for being a naughty boy and home for tea. That being the case, why don’t you fuck off, leave me alone, and earn your wages by

  catching some criminals for a change?’




  Hoskins felt his face growing warm. ‘Two years in gaol is what we’ll be asking for.’




  But Catte shook his head. ‘For Melanie being here on her sports afternoon? And by then, Mr Hoskins, the queues for the prisons is going to be even longer than the ones for the hospitals.

  You think I got time to care about your poncing rubbish when I got my health to worry over?’




  ‘There could still be room for you. Supposing you don’t take a warning in time.’




  Billy Catte smiled at last, reminiscently. He was going to win this round, and he knew it.




  ‘That’s the trouble with warnings, Mr Hoskins. Years ago, you tell some young thief or yob what the law is and he could go to prison, he’d watch his step. People don’t

  think like that any more. Man gets done for fiddling his tax or his VAT. If I was on a jury I’d vote not guilty and stick to it. No disgrace any more. Just bad luck. Being caught isn’t

  what it was. Could happen to any of us. There was some poor old mug from the government on telly the other night. Said we shouldn’t prosecute firms that fouls the rivers and breaks the law

  because if we fined them they wouldn’t have the money to clean themselves up. Sensible attitude, I call it. Glad I voted for his lot.’




  ‘Court and prison could happen to you,’ Hoskins said grimly. ‘That could be arranged.’




  But Catte laughed out loud.




  ‘We’ll see, if the time comes, Mr Hoskins. You go and have a word with old Claude Roberts. Write and tell me how you get on. And, if you don’t mind, I’ll let you out of

  the office door at the back. Not good for business to have faces like you tramping through the front.’




  A few minutes later Hoskins and Chance stood among the dustbins and split plastic of rubbish sacks at the rear of the Rundle Street arcades.




  ‘The girl,’ said Chance bitterly. ‘I say we have a go at her.’




  ‘Not without a female officer present, my son. Not in this day and age. What if young Melanie takes her boss’s side? Brings accusations. You fancy charges of unlawful touching up?

  We’ve seen her there, Jack. Time and date confirmed. That’s enough for the moment. She’s only one of a dozen, according to our DHSS friends.’




  They walked down Rundle Street and into the town centre of Ocean Beach. Forlorn and abandoned a fortnight after Christmas, the unlit and rain-drenched street decorations swung and clattered in

  the squally breeze. Where the narrow street opened out in the wide seaside square of The Parade with its department stores and central gardens, Chance paused. They were by a shop that sold

  remainder books, cards and stationery.




  Hoskins turned. Chance was smiling at a girl behind the shop counter, just inside the window. She turned, her face brightened, and she opened and closed the fingers of her raised hand in a

  lethargic ‘Ciao!’ She was about nineteen or twenty, Hoskins supposed, a petite figure in spike-heels, sweater and smooth jeans tight enough to show thighs hardly thicker than a

  man’s upper arm.




  Chance put his face to the glass of the window and mouthed a few words. The girl nodded. Her golden blonde hair lay in a loose sweep to her shoulders. Her face, Hoskins thought, was that of a

  sulky elf, the hair spilling forward as she leant towards the window. There was a little too much mascara on the lashes of her hazel eyes. Her nose was rather too big and the weaker chin gave her a

  prim and sullen look.




  ‘It’s Julie,’ Chance said, grinning at Hoskins and then looking back again.




  ‘Is it? I see.’




  Julie turned to take money from a customer, showing in profile a flat stomach and the backward jut of hips that seemed to flaunt extreme youth. The dye of the blue jeans was washed out, perhaps

  when they were shrunk on her. Their fit was tight enough to draw sheaves of creases behind her knees and across the backs of her thighs. Every stitch of her underwear seemed contoured through the

  thin denim seat. Hoskins went back towards Chance.




  ‘She part of your caseload, is she?’




  Chance grinned again.




  ‘She could be on to a promise, Sam. I mean, if she plays her cards right, she could be the future Mrs Chance.’




  ‘Oh.’ Hoskins nodded and looked at her again. ‘The real thing at last.’




  Jack Chance, of course, would go for such a vision as Julie. Like a hungry pigeon after a dropped sandwich. Hoskins saw her as a rather old-fashioned girl, reminiscent of the 1960s and the

  Bardot cult. Modern girls of her age and class, it seemed to him, dressed either like paratroopers or Popeye the Sailor. Chance pushed open the door.




  ‘All right, then, Julie?’




  ‘I had to go shopping at lunch,’ she said, the voice a half-educated whine much as Hoskins had expected.




  ‘I wasn’t here then anyway. Get something nice?’




  ‘I got a present for Danny’s birthday. A jumper from round the corner.’




  ‘That’s great,’ Chance said. ‘See you after seven.’




  He edged back and closed the door, having stayed firmly between Hoskins and the girl.




  ‘You must introduce me next time,’ Hoskins said casually.




  Chance gave him a suspicious look.




  ‘So long as you don’t fancy yourself, Sam. I’m in there with a winning line. She’s a nice girl. I mean Julie is a really nice girl.’




  ‘Yes,’ Hoskins said wearily. ‘Yes, of course. Anyone could see that.’




  





  Chapter Three




  North of Canton, between the valley’s facing slopes, the afternoon’s storm had cleared a little. Winter sun caught a brief gap in relays of slate-wet cloud. It

  touched the bald hump of hills in the distance. On those moorland heights, heather and scrub had withered in cold December rain to a Gold Flake tobacco-brown. There was a gust of wind and the cloud

  snuffed out the watery sun. As the breeze fell away, a lower rain-sky darkened the valley opening beyond the Northern Quadrant sweep of Canton Ring-Road. Patrolman Terry Cross looked at himself in

  the car mirror from under the slashed peak of his cap with its white nylon cover. He put the lapel microphone to his mouth.




  ‘Nothing this end, boss,’ he said lazily. ‘Not a sign. You don’t think they took the cut through to the motorway over the Crest road?’




  ‘No,’ said Wallace Dudden’s voice irritably. ‘We’ve got the junction covered both sides with the video. Traffic Control’s certain that the car and occupants

  must be in the Mordaunt Lane area. Could be parked somewhere. Outside a pub, more than likely. They left the Hope and Anchor north of Mordaunt village about five minutes ago. A right carload of

  little monkeys. Well pissed after lunch by the look of it. We don’t want slaughter on the motorway or in the city centre. Landlady, Mrs Preece, thinks it was a Citroën saloon.

  Reddish.’




  ‘Nothing here, sarge.’ Cross worked the last of a cheese sandwich from behind his teeth.




  There was a murmur over the airwaves as Sergeant Dudden turned to talk to someone else in the control room. Then he was back.




  ‘Best thing is, Terry, you and Bob McPhail drive north on the valley road. Turn off down Mordaunt Lane a hundred yards or so. Set up a road check near the junction with the valley road.

  For public consumption, it’s called a road safety survey. That’ll stop ’em one way. I’ve got another mobile with Jock Craigmiller and Harry Matthews in it, heading for

  Mordaunt Lane the other way from the M42 junction at the Crest. That just about puts the cork in the bottle. And don’t be bashful about it. Mr Clitheroe wants high profile on

  drink-and-driving until the festive season’s laid to rest.’




  ‘Right-o, boss,’ said Cross philosophically. He crumpled the sandwich wrapping in his lap and tucked it into the glove compartment. Then he turned to Bob McPhail in the seat beside

  him. McPhail put his cap on and pulled a face at himself in the wing-mirror.




  ‘You fancy looking the other way when they drive past, Terry?’




  ‘What I don’t fancy,’ Cross said, ‘is sick all over these car seats and the inside of the limo stinking like a four-ale bar for the next week. Or stinking of bulk

  purchase disinfectant by courtesy of the motorpool cleaners. Like driving a mobile casualty department after that lot’s been over it.’




  He let in the clutch and they moved off smoothly from the concrete bridge spanning the two-lane arterial road of the Northern Quadrant. Driving away from the city, Cross followed the valley

  road. Tall spruce trees clothed the nearer heights, the winter woods bare and grey like rockface. Further up the valley were the white toy-houses of scattered hill farms, the tin roofs of quarry

  buildings, the tall transmitters of Coastal Network Television and the Radio Canton mast. This bleak northern edge of Canton might have been the industrial foothills of the Pyrenees or the

  Apennines. But already the new look-alike estates of Clearwater programmers and software salesmen had claimed the first of the lower slopes.




  ‘Who’s coming the other way to meet us?’ McPhail asked.




  Cross scowled and pulled out round a faltering motorbike.




  ‘Jock Craigmiller and Harry Matthews.’




  ‘And the best of luck,’ McPhail said sardonically. ‘I wouldn’t mind them getting there first. I’ve had enough of asking sir to blow into the little bag this

  Christmas. Eleven positives in six thousand breathalysers. Road blocks, aggro, kicks up the arse from the public, shouted at, spat on, and all for what? Waste of everyone’s time.’




  The green eye on the dashboard blinked with a steady click-clock as Cross signalled to turn right into Mordaunt Lane.




  ‘Season of goodwill,’ he said casually. ‘Divorce rate goes through the roof and domestic wounding hits the top of the chart. Nothing like Christmas together for bringing out

  the homicidal streak in Mr and Mrs Average.’




  He pulled in a hundred yards or so along the lane to Mordaunt, a field-gate on one side and a tall bank of woodland on the other. A mist like the warm breath of cattle hung above the dank

  ploughland beyond. Drawing the car into the space by the field-gate, Cross parked it conspicuously and unclipped his seat-belt. Wallace Dudden’s traffic check was in place. McPhail looked

  over his shoulder towards the rear of the car.




  ‘I’m going to take one of the welcome signs and put it up ahead, Terry. If Wallace Dudden’s right, we could end up being rammed head-on by this carload of comedians. You stay

  put here in case they see us and try to do a bunk.’




  ‘Any luck,’ Cross said, ‘they’ll go the other way. Motorway has to be more likely than Mordaunt Lane. If that happens, Jock and Harry can have the glory.’




  McPhail grunted. He went to the boot of the car and took out the familiar blue sign with its white lettering.




  

    STOP




    POLICE VEHICLE CHECK


  




  He walked away to position the sign about thirty yards from the squad car, while Cross turned on the blue pulse of the roof-lamp and the hazard lights. As McPhail propped the

  sign in place on the grass verge, he listened for the sound of a car engine approaching. There was nothing except the distant murmur of traffic on the main valley road. It seemed that Jock and

  Harry must be having the pleasure of this one.




  He was about to turn away when he heard a car door being closed gently with a muffled click. Walking softly towards the bend in the lane, McPhail saw a maroon flank of pressed steel through the

  twigs that overhung from the raised hedge. He put his mouth close to the lapel microphone.




  ‘Romeo Four. Suspect vehicle parked in Mordaunt Lane about one hundred yards from the valley road junction. I’m going down a bit closer. Try and see what they’re up to. Tell

  Terry Cross.’




  ‘Understood Romeo Four. Watch yourself. There’s probably a few of them in it. Hang back a bit until Charlie Five gets to you.’




  McPhail walked forward cautiously in the raw mist of the winter afternoon, between the tall hedges of the narrow country road. It was not his terrain. The streets of dockland Peninsula or the

  arterial stretches of the motorway were home ground. Countryside was different. Unpredictable and tricky. Bramble-thickets and cow-pats.




  There were three or four faces in the maroon-coloured car.




  ‘Romeo Four. Could be the one we want. Looks like several of them inside. One of them just got back in, probably out for a leak. Over.’




  ‘Understood Romeo Four,’ said Wallace Dudden’s voice again. ‘Just watch them, Bob. Chat them up, if necessary. Nothing stronger. Wait for Jock and Harry to get down

  Mordaunt Lane to join you. Give us the number and we’ll check the SP.’




  McPhail walked closer to the red car. They were talking and laughing to one another, paying him no attention. Whichever one had got out of the car was back inside now. That made it easier. He

  put his mouth to his lapel and talked to his condenser microphone again.




  ‘Romeo Four. See if you can check registration number E4800 PMY. Red saloon. Looks like a Saab. That’s it, sarge, I think I’m spotted. I’ll go and have a friendly chat.

  No point standing here like a spare part.’




  McPhail felt the wet gritty mud of the narrow road through his soles as he went casually towards the car. He tapped on the driver’s window. The boy inside wound it down and looked at him,

  surprised and amused by the sight of the patrolman’s cap with its white cover. McPhail listened for Cross starting the white Rover patrol car to come to his assistance. Dudden would see to

  that.




  ‘We’re carrying out a road safety check on Mordaunt Lane,’ McPhail said quietly to the driver. ‘Just routine. This your vehicle, is it?’




  ‘For what it matters to you it is,’ the driver said. McPhail let it go.




  ‘So long as you’re driving it.’ He took out a notepad. ‘You’ve consumed intoxicating liquor in the past two hours, have you?’




  The boy could hardly check his laughter. ‘You think I’m pissed?’




  ‘If he’s not pissed,’ said a girl from the back of the car, ‘he’s been wasting good money. You feel like asking for a refund, Raz?’




  McPhail put his hand out.




  ‘Ignition key,’ he said sharply. ‘And don’t muck me about. You’ve got a patrol car both sides of you.’




  The boy shrugged, took the key from the ignition and handed it out through the window.




  McPhail took a step back, giving room for the car door to open.




  ‘Now get out of the car.’




  The boy shrugged again, as if it were all the same to him. He pushed the door open and pulled himself out.




  ‘Now turn round,’ McPhail said. ‘I’m taking you to the other car.’




  The teenager was tall and fair-haired with a high colour and the hint of a dimpled ‘sonny boy’ face. He looked back once at his friends in the silent car. Their bravado seemed

  knocked cold. Doubt was settling on them.




  McPhail and the boy walked without speaking for about ten yards to the curve in the road. Then from behind him McPhail heard the whining suction of a car thrown into reverse. Some clever little

  bugger had sparked it across. Or else there was a second ignition key. Probably not a key, McPhail thought. Cars were stolen with the only one available.




  ‘You and your friends really fancy trouble, don’t you, son?’ he said for the boy’s benefit.




  The engine faded and then roared in confident forward gear. McPhail saw it coming, puddle-water and grit from the surface of the lane flying to either side of its broad tyres. The engine-note

  rose, gears changing up in a fury of acceleration. McPhail and the boy in his custody turned to opposite sides of the lane, McPhail moving towards the patrol car and the safety of the field-gate.

  But the second driver of the Saab knew what depended on him now. Freedom or a cell that stank like a vulture’s crotch, while the world went on without him. Six or seven years with a real

  Crown Court stone-face handing it out.




  McPhail turned to look back once. Though he went for the hedge, there was no escape through its packed twigs. The heavy maroon car caught him at flashing speed, its nearside corner striking the

  small of his back as he stumbled, lifting him several feet in the air like a gored matador. The speed of the Saab was such that the nearer edge of the windshield caught him again as he fell.

  McPhail wheeled in the air again and went headfirst into the packed stone of the roadway. Coat flailing, he landed with a thump and was still. It happened with a speed that tricked the eye, like a

  practised croupier flipping over a pack of cards.




  Ignoring the boy who stood pressed against the other hedge, the driver of the Saab gathered speed as Terry Cross pulled the patrol car out to cut off the route of the escape. The Saab driver saw

  the white Rover moving and tensed his foot on the brake. The maroon car slithered side to side in the muddy lane like a toboggan in a chute of ice. Cross got out on the far side of the car just

  before the Saab hit its rear wing and bounced to a halt.




  ‘Stay where you are!’




  But by the time that Terry Cross had walked back six feet to the rear of the damaged patrol car, the driver of the Saab was out and on his feet.




  ‘You asked for this!’ he shouted furiously. ‘You good as asked for this on bended knees! You stupid bastard!’




  ‘Stay where you are! This road is blocked in both directions.’




  Cross took a step closer with a look of confidence he could scarcely have felt.




  ‘Get back!’




  ‘Don’t be a silly bugger,’ Cross said more quietly.




  There was no indication that the second boy caught these words. His hand came up with the snout of the sawn-off Eley revolver. The lane rang hard and cold to a sharp rasping explosion. Cross

  went back against the damaged wing of the white Rover and slid to a sitting position. The lane rang a second time to the same hoarse metallic bark.




  The gunman got back into the car and drove against the snapping twigs of the hedge to get round the damaged police Rover. The first driver of the Saab was running to catch them. The second boy

  waved him on and watched him get into the Saab.




  A moment of utter stillness was broken only by a liquid whispering from the damaged patrol car. A drip that grew to a trickle had begun to gather from the ruptured fuel tank beneath the tail.

  The boy who had shot Terry Cross went back to the wrecked car. The policeman’s body lay hatless against it, his head down as if in a doze.




  ‘You bastard!’ the boy said softly, his teeth clenched with the fury of what he had been made to do by Cross’ stupidity. ‘You brainless bastard!’




  The others watched him, as if frightened to speak. He towered over them in his fury. Holding out the Eley at arm’s length in a double grip, he fired into the spilling petrol. There was a

  spurt of grit from the lane as the crack of the revolver rang and reverberated across the cold ploughland. He fired again and the hammer hit the cartridge casing with a dead click. But the first

  shot had taken effect after all. There was a dancing flame, like the brandy on a Christmas pudding. As he ran back towards the Saab, the buckled patrol car emitted an exhalation no louder than a

  gas fire igniting. But already the flames were cradling the dented metalwork and the body of Patrolman Terry Cross. A thin spiral of oily smoke drifted up above the winter lanes and the skeletal

  trees of the ploughed fields.




  None of them spoke. There was no hysteria, scarcely any surprise, only the quiet precision of deep shock. They had done something which they had always supposed they might have to do, sooner or

  later. A quiet sobriety settled on Wallace Dudden’s ‘carload of monkeys’. The teenage gunman slid in behind the wheel with the fair-haired ‘sonny boy’ in the passenger

  seat. Gently, as if not to disturb the thoughts of his companions, he started the car and moved off down the lane. Behind him, he was aware of an explosion of some kind from the wreck of the

  burning Rover.
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