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      Chapter One

    


    The two loitering young men had already marked down the car they were going to take. It was one of a dozen or more parked at the kerb by people paying Sunday evening visits to Salmouth’s quietest suburb. It was a Vaxhall, a popular family model, grey like the February fog that shrouded it, new enough to be reliable—and the trusting owner had left it unlocked with the ignition key still in the dash-board. Just asking for it.…


    Under a street lamp, the young men stopped to check the time.


    One was square and strongly built, with a muscular neck and powerful shoulders. His fair hair grew in tight wire springs close to his head. His features were heavy, but regular. He would have been quite good-looking if his face had had more life in it, but his eyes and mouth were frozen in a mould of tough impassivity, his favourite front to the world. His name was Macey—“King” Macey, he liked to be called. He was twenty-five.


    The other looked puny beside him. His name was Chris Hines, and he was just twenty. He had a narrow head, flanked by enormous ears. Arched eye-brows and eyelids gave his face an expression of insolent surprise. He was wearing tight drainpipe trousers, pointed shoes, a black leather jacket with a fleece lining, and yellow knitted gloves. His dark hair was elaborately styled.


    The older man wore a short camel-hair coat, suède shoes with thick crêpe soles, and brown leather gloves—an outfit deliberately chosen to mark his difference, his superiority, his leadership.


    In the hazy pool of light Macey looked at his wrist-watch which he wore with the dial turned inwards like a commando’s. The time was coming up to five minutes past nine. He waited, savouring the drama of the final seconds before zero hour.


    “Okay,” he said, “let’s go.”


    Soft-footed and predatory, they crossed the deserted road to the Vauxhall. Macey opened the offside door and eased himself in behind the wheel. Hines walked round and slid into the seat beside him. Macey touched the starter and engaged second gear and let in the clutch, gently. He felt quite at home in the car—he’d stolen the same model before. Both men held the doors open until they were round the corner and could slam them in safety.


    Getting out of the suburb took all Macey’s concentration. He’d been over the route beforehand, memorising the turns, but in the murk the roads looked different.


    “Fog’s gettin’ worse,” Hines said.


    Macey grunted.


    “Think we’ll be okay?”


    “’Course we will …” Macey always sounded confident. “This fog’s just the ticket. Make the getaway easy.”


    Hines’s feet tapped nervously on the floorboard. Even when relaxed, he found it hard to keep still—and to-night he was on edge.


    “Don’t like fog,” he said.


    Macey gave him a contemptuous glance.


    “Anyone’d think we was goin’ to do a mail van. This’ll be a piece o’ cake—kid’s stuff.…”


    For a moment, Hines was silent. Then he nodded. “Guess you’re right, King.…” He was an argumentative youth, but he rarely argued with Macey. Not because he had complete faith in his leader’s judgment. Macey liked to behave as though he knew everything, as though he was God Almighty, but he had been in the nick a couple of times, which-wasn’t so smart. Secretly, Hines thought he was pretty dim compared with himself.… Nor did he accept what his leader said because he was devoted to him. Macey always went on as though no one else mattered, and Hines resented that The simple fact was that he was afraid of Macey’s strength. Macey could break him in pieces if he wanted to. So he didn’t argue too much.… Anyway, to be fair, things hadn’t been going badly since he’d teamed up with Macey. Maybe the bloke was learning. They’d got away with that job in Hounslow, they’d got away with all the jobs they’d done on their way down to the West Country, They’d kept a jump ahead of the cops all the time—and they’d lived high. That was what appealed to Hines—the easy rewards of crime, the quick dough, the free spending. Comfort, clothes, girls, endless amusement. Hines was a hedonist. As long as Macey could deliver the goods, he’d go along with him.…


    They were coming out of the suburb into the main road now, and the driving was easier. The patchy fog had thinned a little.


    “There’s the boozer,” Macey said. Ahead, a wide forecourt opened out on the left with a pub sign over it. He braked to a stop and gave two light taps on the horn.


    “There’s Rosie,” Hines said.


    A girl came swiftly out of the gloom, with a click of high heels—a tinsel blonde, heavily made up, but pretty. She looked about seventeen. Even in her outdoor clothes she was very shapely, Hines opened the rear door for her and she climbed in.


    “Thought you was never coming, darling,” she said leaning forward and giving Macey a quick hug.


    His head jerked irritably. “Don’t see why—we’re on time.” The car moved off again, filled now with a cloying scent.


    “P’raps I was early … I’m so excited, King, I can’t tell you …” She sounded a bit breathless. “Can’t really believe I’m coming with you.”


    Macey half turned. “Wrap up, Rosie, will you—we got work to do.”


    She subsided at once. She wasn’t in the least submissive by nature—she’d always done exactly as she liked at home, she’d given constant trouble in the reform school, she was usually petulant and difficult with men—but she always did what Macey said. She’d been infatuated with him from the first moment she’d met him in that coffee bar on Brook Street two months ago—and she didn’t mind who knew it. After all, it wasn’t as though she couldn’t pick and choose if she wanted to. All the boys had been after her, even before she’d won that beauty contest. Now she’d only have to lift a finger and they’d come flocking again.… But none of them was in King’s class. None of them was as strong as King was, or as sure of himself. She adored King. She’d do anything for him.… She’d done most things.…


    Macey drove on, frowning over the wheel. He wasn’t sure he ought to have let Rosie come, she yapped too much—but he’d been keen for her to see just how well he did these jobs. She was a soft kid, too clinging, he’d probably be through with her pretty soon, but just now she was the queen in Salmouth all right and it gave him a warm feeling to be admired by a chick with a bit of form behind her. To be admired by anyone, come to that.…


    The car cruised along slowly for another couple of hundred yards. They were approaching their destination now. Macey could feel the tenseness growing in Hines beside him. A blurred patch of light ahead sharpened into a neon sign—the Majestic Cinema. Macey stopped the car just short of the entrance. He’d picked the time well. It was the dead period, just after the start of the last picture, when no one was going in or coming out. A few pedestrians were passing in the street, but with long intervals between them. A few cars were going by, too, but their drivers were too busy peering through the fog to notice what was happening at a cinema. Everything was fine.


    “Tommy’s there,” Hines said.


    Macey nodded, A youthful figure was lounging outside the cinema, pretending to look at the advertisements of the film. Tommy Baker, aged seventeen, in drainpipe trousers and pointed shoes and a brown fleece-lined leather jacket.…


    Macey said, “You know you gotta shift when we go, Rosie.”


    “Yes, King.”


    For a moment the occupants of the car sat motionless. The only sound was Rosie’s quick breathing in the back. Baker was looking into the foyer of the cinema.… Suddenly he turned and raised his thumb.


    Macey drove on a few yards and stopped outside the entrance. “Okay,” he said. Quickly, the two men tied handkerchiefs round the lower part of their faces. Rosie murmured, “Good luck, darling!” A rapid glance up and down the pavement—and they were out of the car and walking briskly into the cinema.


    Except for the grey-haired woman behind the grille, the foyer was empty. Hines drew, a flick-knife from his jacket, shot the blade out, and stepped lightly through the door into the tiny box-office. The cashier was counting her takings, as she always did at that time. Hines’s knife was at her throat before she could let out a sound. “One squeak an’ I’ll carve you,” he said. He started to grab up the notes from the till and stuff them into his pocket. In the foyer, Macey was standing guard at the doors leading into the cinema. He had a gun in his hand. This was the moment he loved—the moment of power. He almost wished someone would come out, so he could show who was master. He was conscious of his own coolness, of his absolute command over himself.… All the same, he thought, Chris should be through by now. Five seconds passed, ten seconds.… A pedestrian went by in the street, without looking in. Macey called Out, “Get a move on, Chris!”


    At that moment one of the cinema doors swung open. Macey jerked round—and the handkerchief slipped below his chin. A man had come out—a man in a dinner-jacket. The manager.… For a split second he stared at Macey, at the gun. His eyes swivelled to the box-office. Then he turned away.…


    Macey levellad the gun and shot him at a yard’s range. Plumb in the centre of his head, just above the left ear.… As he fell, someone screamed—the cashier.… Macey rushed for the pavement, with Hines on his heels. From nowhere, three people had somehow gathered in the street. Macey thrust a gaping woman out of his way and leapt into the back of the car. Hines, his face still covered, scrambled in at the other side. Tommy Baker was at the wheel, with Rosie beside him and the engine running. As he let in the clutch a man peered into the car, looking hard at Baker and Rosie. Then the Vauxhall roared away into the fog.


    For seconds, no one said, a word. The shock waves in the dark car were almost palpable. Macey was the calmest. A leader had to be calm.


    It was Rosie who found her voice first—a high, scared voice. “King—what happened?”


    “He shot the bloody manager,” Hines burst out. In his fear, he turned on Macey as he’d never done before. “You said no shootin’, King.”


    “Aw, pipe down,” Macey said. “The crazy bastard grabbed me arm an’ the gun went off. How could I help it …?” He’d have liked to tell the truth, to say the manager would have identified him and that was why he’d shot him, to boast of his first slaying—but it seemed unwise. These kids weren’t ready for it.


    “Let’s get out o’ here—we can yap later.”


    Baker turned, licking dry lips. “Where we makin’ for, King?”


    “Anywhere out o’ town,” Macey said. The plan had been for Rosie to go back home, and for the rest of them to lie up in their digs till the heat was off—but that wouldn’t do now. They’d all been seen—and with a man shot, there’d be a big hue and cry. They’d got to keep moving. “Straight ahead, Tommy—an’ step on it.”


    Rosie said, “Do you—is he—dead?”


    “’Course he’s dead.… Bullet went in over his ear-hole. Must have croaked before he hit the deck.”


    “You didn’t mean to do it, though …” Rosie was trembling. She’d come with them for kicks, but she’d never imagined anything like this. “It was an accident, King.”


    “’Course it was an accident.”


    The car swerved, as Baker narrowly but skilfully avoided the looming back of a lorry. He was driving well, concentrating on the few yards of road he could see, trying not to think about what had happened. He was proud of the trust Macey was putting in him, and eager to justify it. Baker wasn’t afraid of Macey, the way Hines was, nor critical of him. Baker was a romantic and Macey was his heros—whatever he’d done.


    A match scraped in the darkness. Hines’s face, as he drew on the cigarette, had a desperate pallor. He kept turning to look back through the rear window, to see if they were being followed. When, presently, headlights showed through the gloom, he nearly shot off his seat.


    “Cripes, ain’t that a cop car on our tail?”


    Macey swung round. “No—you just got the shivers, mate.…” But, in the murk, he wasn’t quite sure. The car was coming on fast and gaining on them. “Better turn off, Tommy,” he said. “Any place.”


    Almost at once Baker braked by a street lamp and swung the rocking car into a side turning. Rosie gasped and clutched the door handle.


    “Keep goin’,” Macey said, “We can easy work back to the main road later.”


    Baker kept going. The fog was thicker here—he could only just see the kerb.


    Hines was sail gazing back through the rear window. The headlights had gone. “Reckon we lost him,” he said in a tone of relief.


    “Lost ourselves too.” Baker said. The road had curved and forked and turned back on itself. They had entered a quiet residential area, without shops or signs or traffic.


    Hines leaned forward. “Gotta keep goin’ left, Tommy.”


    “Right, I reckon.”


    “You been turnin’ right all the ruddy time,” Hines said.


    “Yeah, but the road twisted.”


    “It did twist,” Rosie said.


    “’Course it did, Rosie—but ’e took the right fork back there, see… Blimey, we goin’ to mess around here till the cops find us?”


    “Aw, turn it up,” Macey said. “Keep right, Tommy.”


    “Sure, King.” Baker drove on. Hines sat in anxious silence.


    For a quarter of an hour they were hopelessly lost. The streets were empty, there was no one to give them directions. Rosie suggested calling at a house but Macey said it was too risky. Twice, with frustrated urgency, the futile argument broke out again. Then, as the fog suddenly lifted, they saw the lights of the main road ahead of them once more.


    “See, I told you,” Macey said. “Soon be out of it now.”


    Rosie put her hand over the back of the seat, feeling for his. “You was right, King.…” He acknowledged the tribute with a perfunctory squeeze of her fingers, then let them go. He preferred the feel of the gun in his pocket.


    They were making good progress at last, doing nearly forty. In the wide main road the fog was just thick enough to give them good cover without impeding them. There was little traffic about. Two miles slipped by quickly. They’d soon be out of town now, Macey thought. With luck, they’d soon be out of the district.…


    Suddenly Baker called out, “What’s that in front, King?” A couple of hundred yards ahead there seemed to be lights all over the road. There were several stationary cars, and people walking about.…


    “Accident?” Hines said, peering. Baker slowed.


    “Blimey, it’s a road block,” Macey cried. “They’ve closed the bloody road …!”


    Without waiting for orders, Baker swung the car round in a squealing U-turn and roared away in the direction from which they’d come. The fog engulfed them again. The lights behind them dimmed and faded.


    “Good boy,” Macey said softly.


    “Cor, I thought we’d had it then.…” Hines groped for another cigarette with shaking fingers. “What we goin’ to do now, King? Try another road?”


    “If they’ve blocked one,” Macey said, “reckon they’ll have blocked ’em all.…”


    “Perishin’ fog!” Hines muttered, “It was losin’ ourselves what did it.”


    “We can’t just keep going round and round,” Rosie wailed.


    Macey was silent, trying desperately to think what to do. If they couldn’t get out of town, they’d probably be better off on foot. The car wasn’t going to any more use to them—and the cops would have its number by now. Better get rid of it.…


    Ahead, the road divided. A sign on a lamp standard, pointing left, said, “To the Harbour.”


    “Left, Tommy,” Macey said. “Be quieter that way.”


    Baker swung the wheel and drove on.


    Hines said, “Maybe we oughter split up, King.”


    Macey stiffened. “Don’t see how that’d help.”


    “Give us all a better chance.”


    Give the cops a better chance, you mean.… You want to split up, Rosie?”


    “No, King—I want to stay with you.”


    “You want to split up, Tommy?”


    “I’m stickin’ with you, King.”


    “That’s the boy,” Macey said. His sudden, sharp fear that he might be left alone, without company, without lieutenants, subsided. “Okay, we stick together.…” He peered forward over Baker’s shoulder. “Watch out for a dark turning, Tommy. We goin’ to ditch the car.”


    They went on for fifty yards. Then Baker slowed. “This do, King?” On the left there was a tiny cul-de-sac. Macey said, “Yeah—fine.” Baker turned the car in and switched off the lights.


    “Right,” Macey said, “all out”


    Rosie picked up her bag. “Where we going, King?”


    “Away from the car for a start.… Then I’ll think o’ something.…” They set off in a huddled group, keeping close to a low wall. The road was deserted. The fog swirled damply around them.


    “We can’t just go on walking,” Rosie said. “Not all night.…” She stumbled as one of her heels caught in a broken bit of pavement. “It’s awful here.…”


    Macey jerked her forward impatiently, “Gotta keep movin’,” he said. “Quit beefin’, will you…?”


    Suddenly they saw the lights of a car in the gloom ahead. Twin lights—and a third, a lighted panel above and between the others. Coming towards them.…


    “Cops!” Hines said, and froze.


    “Quick!” Macey cried. “Over the wall!”


    They scrambled over. Baker helped Rosie. There was a stone jetty on the other side, and water, and a lot of small boats. Three or four deep they lay against the jetty—old cabin cruisers, most of them, laid up for the winter under tarpaulins. A nearby street lamp lit them with a hazy glow. A dangerous glow.…


    “Come on!” Macey called. He climbed on to the nearest cruiser, and crossed it, and wriggled past ropes and obstructions to the boat on the outside. Its ancient tarpaulin was torn at a corner and he lifted it up and held it for the others. In a moment they were all crouching under cover.


    “Listen!” Macey said.


    They could hear the patrol car now. It was abreast of them, just over the wall. It was stopping.… They scarcely dared to breathe.… No, it was all right—it was just going slowly.… It was moving away. They hadn’t been seen.…


    The sound of the engine grew faint. Silence fell again. A silence broken, only by the wail of a ship’s siren, far out at sea.…


    “Cripes, that was a near one.…” Hines dug for a cigarette. “I made sure they seen us.”


    “Me too,” Baker said.


    “Fairies weren’t half havin’ a right game in me guts, I can tell you.…” Hines lit his cigarette, illuminating for a moment the circle of strained faces under the canvas.


    “Good job you was quick, King,” Baker said.


    Macey shrugged. “Just gotta keep a cool head, Tommy.”


    “Any rate,” Baker said, “we got a place to kip.”


    Rosie shivered. The boat stank of mildew and stale bilge water and every surface dripped. “We can’t sleep here,” she said. “We’ll catch our death.”


    “It’s better’ n nothin’, Rosie.… Good place to lie low, too.”


    “Blimey,” Hines said, “you ain’t suggestin’ we stay here?”


    “Why not …?”


    “Use your nob, man—how we goin’ to eat? Gotta eat, ain’t we? First time we stick our bloomin’ heads out, we’re nicked.”


    “Not if it’s dark.… Bet we could manage somehow.”


    “Well, this ain’t no place to lie low, I can tell you that,” Hines said. “They’d find us easy.”


    “I don’t reckon no one comes here much, Chris.… Not this time o’ year.”


    “The cops will,” Hines said. “They’ll, look every place. They’ll comb the whole ruddy town till they find us.”


    “What we goin’ to do, then?”


    “I dunno,” Hines said. “Reckon they got us in a trap, mate.… Ain’t that right, King?”


    Macey had been listening quietly to the argument. This was his method in a quandary—to listen, weighs, and finally pronounce. Thus he gained kudos without putting too much of a tax on his slow intelligence.… But this time the argument hadn’t helped him. Chris was right—they were in a trap. The police must know they were still in the town and they’d go on searching till they found them. There was only one way to safety and that was, somehow, to break out of the ring.… But how …?


    Cautiously, he raised the corner of the canvas and looked out. Fog and silence lay over the yacht basin. Nothing stirred.


    “Wonder if we could get away in this tub?” he said.


    At once, Baker seized on the idea. “That’s it, King.… Go up the coast a few miles an’ land outside the town. That’d fox ’ em.”


    “Land up the creek, more like,” Hines said. “How’d we know we was goin’ up the coast in this muck?”


    “Well, it ain’t goin’ to last for ever, Chris.… What you say, Rosie?”


    “’Course,” Macey said, though he knew nothing. Neither did any of them.


    “Bet you what you like it won’t move.”


    “We can shove it out o’ here,” Baker said. “Make a start, any rate.…”


    Macey grunted. “Let’s ’ ave a dekko at it.”


    Baker unlaced the tarpaulin and rolled it back to the cabin top and they all stood up in the cockpit. The street lamp provided just enough light to see by. The cruiser was about thirty feet long with about ten feet of cockpit. By the look of it, it was a very old boat. The cabin door was locked but the lock broke away from the wood when Macey heaved on it. Inside there was a large saloon in a bad state of neglect. Macey struck a match and gazed around. The paint was peeling, the bunk cushions were green with mould. There were a few bits of gear lying about—old rope and cans and boxes and an anchor and a bucket—stuff that wouldn’t come to much harm from being left. Otherwise, the boat had been stripped.


    “There’s a ladies’, any rate,” Rosie said, pushing open the door of a closet. They were all poking about now, their danger momentarily forgotten in the novelty of their surroundings. Hines, from the cockpit, said, “Go on, bet it’s a gents’,” and Rosie giggled, a bit hysterically. Hines was fiddling with the gear lever, the steering-wheel, the throttle—anything he could find that moved. Suddenly a raucous sound shattered the silence.


    Macey looked out in alarm, “What was that?”


    “Sorry, King,” Hines said. “It’s one o’ them klaxons—put me ruddy arm on it.


    “Well, watch it, man—you’ll rouse the town.…”


    Baker had lifted a wooden casing in the cockpit and was peering down with a lighted match, “Here’s the engine,” he said. “Diesel.”


    Hines scoffed. “How d’you know it’s diesel?”


    “Tell by the pong,” Baker said. “Ain’t like petrol.…” Baker, between bouts of delinquency, had once worked in a garage for a few weeks. He followed the fuel pipe with his hand, tracing it back to the tank in the stern locker. “Maybe there’s some oil left in.”


    “’Ave a gander,” Macey said.


    Baker unscrewed the cap. Hines struck another match. “’ Bout half full, King,” Baker reported. He reached down and turned the tap on.


    “You got a hope, mate,” Hines said. “She won’t never start.”


    Baker grasped the handle and tried to turn the engine over. It was a big engine and very stiff. All he could manage was a couple of slow revolutions. Nothing happened.


    “Told you,” Hines said.


    Baker stood back, breathing hard. “Why don’t you have a go?”


    “Me?—not likely. Want me to rupture meself?”


    Macey said, “Let me have a crack.” He planted his feet firmly in front of the engine, gripped the handle in his great fist, and put all the power of his biceps and back into turning it. It went round easily now. Ten—a dozen revolutions.…


    “Coo, he’s strong,” Rosie said.


    Hines leered at her. “That’s what you like, Rosie girl, ain’t it …?”


    Macey went on cranking. Finally, with a gasp, he had to give it up. Then, in the manner of diesels, the engine slowly came to life after he’d stopped turning.


    “Blimey!” Hines said.


    They hadn’t expected it, they weren’t ready for it. Now, suddenly, there was panic over the noise, the loud tack-tack, “We better clear out,” Macey said. “Get them ropes untied.” Hines and Baker started to fumble inexpertly with the lines. “Hurry!” Macey called. He was at the wheel, experimenting with the gear lever, revving the engine. Abruptly, the boat gave a lunge forward. The ancient head rope parted, then the stem rope. They were away! Scraping past the boat alongside them, sliding out into the basin, gathering speed.…


    Macey peered ahead. “Can’t see a ruddy thing,” he cried. He groped for the throttle, which he’d temporarily lost. Before he could slow down, they hit something—hard. The boat shuddered to a stop. Baker climbed over the cabin top and looked down. They’d run slap into some heavy wooden piles. “Back up a bit, King,” he called.


    Macey found reverse and backed away from the piles and set off again at a slower pace. Almost at once they hit something else, some bit of staging, but only a glancing blow. They’d left the boats behind now. They seemed to be leaving the basin. Macey looked back. In spite of the engine row and all the shouting, they didn’t appear to have roused anyone. There were no lights in the road, except the street lamps. No one was calling after them. The engine had settled down to a steady rhythm. All was well.…


    “Reckon we made it,” Macey said proudly. “Keep a good lookout there, Tommy.… Get that tarpaulin right off, Chris.…” He drew Rosie to him in a rough embrace. “Baby, am I glad to leave that town!”


    They saw nothing of the harbour on their way out—nothing of any other ships afloat. Salmouth was a large and busy port, but to-night there seemed to be no one else on the move at all. The only sounds were the beat of their own engine and the occasional siren out at sea. “Guess they’ve all jacked it in,” Macey said, with contempt for their lack of spirit. He felt fine at the wheel, in the stance of command. He had no serious worries—everything was under control. The weather was just what they needed. Not a breath of wind stirred the clammy blanket of fog. The water was calm—flat calm. The boat was gliding along as though on rails.


    They had one close call, that shook Macey’s confidence briefly. That was when they were well out of the harbour. Suddenly there was a shout from Baker and a tremendous banging and clattering along the cruiser’s side. Something swished by with a light on top, flashing white. Even Baker hadn’t seen the buoy until the last moment. Macey looked back, but already the iron monster had vanished. They must be going pretty fast.


    Hines gave a cackle. “Better watch it, skipper!” Now that the tension of the land chase was over, he was feeling a bit light-headed.


    Macey grunted and took a cigarette from his pocket. “Want a snout?”


    “I’m burnin’.”


    “Gimme a touch, then.”


    Hines gave him a light from his own cigarette. The glowing tips were the only break in the blackness. Everywhere, everything, was dark—the cockpit, the cabin, the opaque night. Baker, up on the cabin top, was invisible.


    Rosie said nervously, “Where we going, King?”
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