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    Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we
    are obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.
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  Chapter One


  STARLIGHT RENDEZVOUS
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  Sidney Royce, also known as Roller, stared at the shadowless brilliance of the green baize. His eye measured the table-top distance between the black ball and the
  top right-hand pocket. Smoke curled blue and sinuous into the overhead whiteness of the pool-room light.


  Watch this, my son, he said quietly.


  He chalked the cue, leant forward and snicked the white ball, the movement of his eyes following its sleek hiss across the green nap of billiard cloth, as though he would lose control of its
  direction if he straightened up. It cut the black ball with a click light as a finger-snap, dropping it hard and straight. Only when it thudded into the netted pouch did Royce stand upright. He
  looked across at the thin man with the drawn face and narrow moustache who watched from the far end of the table.


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


  The thin man wore a slender black tie and narrow trousers, like an old-fashioned clerk. The shoulders of his jacket were padded into high narrow peaks. His black hair was Brylcreemed into a
  single conch-like wave above his pale forehead. He grinned and then shrugged amiably at his own ineptitude. Instead of answering Royce, he turned and made a quiet comment to an older man standing
  in the shadows beyond the pale glare of the downlights.


  Royce put his cue away, clipping it into the rack, and pulled on his jacket. He was wearing an evening suit and smoking the squat remainder of a cigar. There are men on whom the most expensively
  tailored evening dress still suggests cinema management or fight promotion. Sidney Royce was one of that class. Buttoning the jacket, he went across and took two five-pound notes from the nearest
  of three men sitting on the bench which ran along the dark plank-panelling of the wall. The pool room, like the noisy bar adjoining it, was hung with prints of forgotten Derby winners and long-dead
  boxing champions. Above them was a laurelled photograph of the last Prince of Wales, who had been briefly Edward VIII before his abdication ten years earlier.


  Royce looked at his watch and went out into the street. His dove-grey Humber Pullman was parked by the far pavement, where a high blank wall ran opposite the length of the terrace known as Tips
  Tenements. Beyond the wall, with its rusting tinplate advertisements for Ogdens Guinea Gold Tobacco and Virol Tonic, was a world of docks, gas works, and ship yards. Here and there, between
  posters on the patched concrete, were the last stencilled traces of Your Duty Now is War Work!


  As he turned to walk round a long dark car parked at the nearer kerb, the bulk of a man standing against the light blocked his way. Royce moved aside to pass round him and the man moved to block
  him again. On the plate-iron bridge that crossed the empty street lower down, a line of shunted rail wagons jangled and clattered. Royce glared in the dark, never doubting that it was an attempt by
  Tontos friends to take back the ten pounds. He was a little drunk and now regretted that his head was not clearer. The large man kept his back to the street light and it was hard to see much
  beyond his height, his hat, and his coat. The cheapness of the trick moved Royces contempt.


  Who the hell dyou think you are?


  Im this, the stranger said. He held a heavy automatic pistol to one side so that Royce could see it in the street light. From the size of it and the wooden stock, Royce
  guessed that it was a 9 mm Mauser, pre-war issue and built like a cannon.


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


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


  Royce felt strength from his growing anger. But while he was being brave about the Mauser, there was a sound from the dark car beside him. It was scarcely more than an old man spitting in the
  gutter, the crack of a small target-automatic at close range. Its flame was subdued as a table lighter. Royce stood quite still, as though listening to a far-off sound. The concealed gun spat twice
  more. He sank to his knees on the damp paving, swayed and fell without another word. By the time that he lay motionless, the man with the Mauser was back in the car and the dark shape of the
  vehicle had moved off smoothly down the length of the dockland street, past the narrow terrace of Tips Tenements and the bakers shop at its corner. The dark-haired man, Tonto, with the
  Brylcreemed wave, was the only one to emerge from the doorway of the shabby pub. He had ample time to step outside the pool room, draw the wallet from Royces pocket, and extract the two
  banknotes. The serial numbers of five-pound notes were still routinely listed by the issuing banks. Best not leave them lying about. He walked unhurriedly away from Tips Tenements and turned the
  far corner.
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  Latifa Noon, dark haired and almond eyed, drew the green velvet of the curtains across the long windows that looked over the park trees towards Baker Street. It was quiet now on
  the carriageway below, only the intermittent traffic of buses and taxis swishing past to Camden Town, as though the tarmac was still wet from the mornings rain. The apartment had been
  furnished with carpeting in dark green, walnut shelving, and tear-drop light-pendants. Its radiogram was the size of a small sideboard. She balanced a record of Eileen Joyce playing the Warsaw
  Concerto on the turntable, touched the needle to the edge, and closed the lid.


  Tom Foster, stripped of his jacket and waistcoat, eased the wide square knot of his red tie. He sighed with contentment and lay back splay-legged in his wing chair, watching the girl. She had
  all the natural eroticism of the Levant, heightened by aids to Western beauty. And she had everything to gain from pleasing him. The lids of her almond eyes were made up white and the lashes
  darkened. The tall brow, the sharp nose, and the weaker chin of her profile seemed accentuated by the beehive of dark hair. The narrow-waisted bow-thighed figure in the flared red dress was lithe
  and exquisite.


  You go first, she said.


  Foster got up and kissed her. Mix us a drink, then. He felt an excitement in treating her as a servant. Her submission to him in little things was the great aphrodisiac of their
  love-making. Mix us a cocktail. Then come in and take your clothes off where I can see you.


  He went into the bedroom alone, listening to the sound of glasses and the chords of the piano. Taking off his heavy gold Rolex wristwatch he shed his clothes and presently walked dressing-gowned
  to the bathroom. Hot water tumbled into the wide lime-green tub, obliterating the long chords of the mood music for Dangerous Moonlight. Foster stepped from the shantung dressing-gown and
  then felt in its pocket for the slim silver oblong of his cigarette case. A moment later he lay back in the warmth of scented water and touched the lighter flame to his Churchmans No. 1.


  Latifa Noon turned up the volume of the radiogram and carried the tray of glasses into the bedroom. Foster exhaled a long breath and waited for several minutes, watching the ash of the
  cigarette. Then he paused and frowned. There was a smell, perhaps a perfume or an aroma, that was out of place. He thought it was not truly a perfume. It was sickly sweet, reminding him of
  hospitals and operating theatres.


  All the same, he smiled as the bathroom door was pushed open, anticipating the slither of the dress, the provocative half-clad look in expensive underwear, and then the absolute pale gold nudity
  which he had commanded. But the girl was not there. A stranger stood in the open doorway of the bathroom, a big man in an overcoat, soft trilby hat, and gloves. Almost concealed behind him there
  was a second man in coat and hat, slightly built and moustached. They came in without speaking to him. Words would do nothing to help Foster. The two men were professionals and knew that it was
  kinder to their victim to have the thing done quickly, before the pleading could begin. Foster took the cigarette from his mouth and shouted the girls name, knowing there would be no answer.
  Trapped by the unforgiving logic of false confidence, he felt the particular terror of being naked before his killers. Had he known of his friend, he would have envied Roller Royce
  his last moments.


  As the two men came towards him, there was no time to pull himself from the bath. He snatched the heavy glass ashtray and threw it. But it went wide, bouncing unbroken against the tiled wall.
  Then he seemed helpless as in a dream. His courage went even before the big man with a towel wrapped round his hands seized Fosters ankles in a powerful grip and pulled them upright. Foster
  went back and down in a churning wash of water, hands scrabbling for a hold on the smooth edges of the wide bath. The struggle seemed longer than it was. The upper half of Fosters body was
  immersed in two feet of water. Like a large pale fish, he threshed from the waist up. Several times he managed to get his head above the water. Each time, the smaller man who braced himself against
  the bath thrust him back under the surface, careful to use only the little force that was necessary. The battle had been lost early when Foster, caught by surprise and about to reason with his
  killers, had inhaled a scorching lungful of water before he could close his air-tracts against it. Twice he lunged hard enough to slop water on to the bathroom floor. At last, the man who was
  holding the ankles high felt the body go slack. The face was open-mouthed and pop-eyed under the water, like a sea gargoyle. As the two strangers watched, there was a spasm of some kind and a cloud
  stained the water a faint rusty red, diffused like tobacco smoke from the lungs.


  The heavily built man switched the light off as he left the bathroom. Before Latifa Noon had carried the tray into the bedroom, she had turned the record over on the radiogram. Fosters
  last moments had been so brief that the Warsaw Concerto played for a little longer. The girl herself was lying fully clothed on the bed, the hem of the dress drawn high enough to show a band
  of warm ivory skin above the top of one stocking. With a sense of decorum, the tall man pulled the dress straight. Then he raised her over his shoulder in a firemans lift, her head drooping
  down his back, unconscious but still alive.
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  Seems a waste, the smaller man said, glancing at the back seat of the car in his driving mirror, a looker like her.


  The smaller man was driving while his companion sat with Latifa Noon in the back. Those who heard something of this double act, not even certain that they were the same men, called them
  Stan and Ollie with a wry facetiousness reserved for death and pain. The large man took out a slim gold-grained cigarette case and lit a Capstan for himself. On the far ridge of the
  Surrey downs a headlight beam or a dry flicker from an electric storm lit the dark line of horizon trees. The driver regretted his first remark and changed the topic.


  One thing, he said, there wont be tears shed for Tom Foster. He always was a slippery sod.


  Best all round, said the large man with a self-conscious laugh. Hows the car?


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


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


  Hot enough for a cloudburst, the little man tried again. Itll look better if it rains. She couldve easy skidded.


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


  Put your foot down, the tall man said, shes beginning to move.


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


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


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


  The big man held the metal cup firmly. Chin-chin, he said, theres a good girl. Doctors orders.


  Latifa Noon protested a little but tried to drink so that she should not choke. When he filled it again, she refused. He put his arm round her. She twisted her head away but he held her firmly.
  It was the firmness with which a child or an animal is held for some prescribed act of treatment or punishment. The driver kept his eyes on the road, knowing that there are certain things which it
  is best not to witness. Like the soundtrack of a movie melodrama, he heard the little sounds from the rear seat of the car. The girls pursed protests and refusals, her enforced obedience,
  the slight gurgling or choking noises, and the big mans quiet encouragement. Presently there was a frantic burst of coughing and the smell of whisky that ran down her dress. The driver
  glanced in his mirror and had time to see the edge of a blade that seemed brighter for its sharpness. He looked away quickly before the big man saw him. The girl gave a grunting gasp of surprise,
  as if she had been winded. One of her hands moved up to her breast and then fell back as she lay against the panelled leather of the seat. The large man took his arm away.


  If shed stayed under, we could have saved that. Still, by the time they find her, there wont be nothing to be seen. Theyll find drink in her, if that much.


  They stopped at the crest beyond Gibbet Hill, where it was wooded and there were no houses. The large man was still wearing his gloves as he took a spanner from the toolkit. He raised the bonnet
  and made one or two adjustments to the carburettor. The two men lifted the girls body into the driving seat, released the handbrake, and closed the doors. The long dark car began to roll
  forward slowly on the slope even before they added their strength to it. It gathered speed, the engine dead and the tyres crunching fragments of stone. Almost two hundred yards on, it failed to
  take the corner and plunged into the trees. There was a shudder and a bright puff of flame. The two men had begun to walk after it as if to put a finishing touch to the drama. Now they saw that it
  would not be needed. Without speaking, they walked back towards a telephone box at a junction on the Guildford road.
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  A thunder and echo of breakers on firm sand rose from the undercliff to the black marble facing and chrome handles on the balcony of the third-floor apartment. Their guests
  gone, Sonny Tarrant and the old woman sat side by side in the opening of the sliding doors, snuggling into their two voluminous and padded chairs. In the hour after midnight, they looked as content
  as a pair of mice in an old glove.


  The old womans eyes were closed but she was not asleep. Tarrant glanced to make sure of that before returning his attention to the view below them. In the lamplight he could make out the
  zig-zag path down the cliff to the lower promenade, winding through a mass of wind-slashed veronica. By day, the old woman sat here, dozing before the warm view of a quiet tide stretching to the
  Isle of Wight from the flowering shrubs of the twin promenades. In the long afternoons the wash of breakers was overlaid by a dance tune on the radio and the twang of tennis racquets in the
  communal enclosure of Scotch pines. Now, at the days end, the mirrored sideboard of the apartment was strewn with glasses containing the dregs of Sidecars, Tom Collins, Egg Flips, and
  Manhattans. Mrs Tarrants girl would clear them next morning. The Tarrants had had guests that evening, including their lawyer and a justice of the peace.


  Sonny Boy Tarrant got up, stretched, and walked to the balcony rail, leaning his forearms upon it. He was a tall man with a long intelligent face. The grey-blond hair piled
  naturally on his head with a suggestion of a Pompadour wig. His speech and manner betrayed him as something baser but the look of equine intelligence was no illusion. At a glance, there was the
  promise of amiability in the beginning of a smile on his lips. The smile never came. It was the natural line of his mouth which gave Tarrant a false look of joviality. He leant on the rail staring
  at the phosphorescent rim of the incoming tide. Beyond the gardens, the white modern front of the Palace Hotel was flushed with blue neon and he caught a snatch of trombones in the shuffling beat
  of big-band swing.


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


  Not for us, Mum, he said to the old woman. His voice sounded prematurely aged, as if he might have been her husband rather than her son. It had a hard-earned south London
  gentility, a manner of dropping a final g in imitation of polite society, an old-fashioned way of pronouncing roof to rhyme with woof and taking
  room half-way to rum. When he said aint, it sounded like flashy and sporting aristocratic use.


  The phone rang again. Mrs Tarrant sighed.


  Answer it, Sonny. Do.


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


  No, he said, I hadnt heard. Is that so? All happened tonight? Well, I got nothin I can say. Mind you, Latifa Noon was in pictures. Other two is just names, for
  all I got to say to you. No, my friend, I cant think why and I got nothin else to add.


  When he put the phone down, Sonny Tarrant turned towards the balcony again and thought of the consequences. Sid Royce would count for nothing. Perhaps a column in the east London press and a
  couple of inches in an evening edition. Foster might be an unreported coroners inquest. Latifa Noon had been in pictures, a minor part as a harem glamour-girl in a Jack La Rue and Monte Blue
  comedy released early in the war. Her career as an actress had not prospered, though there was a film for which Tarrant himself had put up a little money, an entertainment shown privately in clubs
  and at parties. All the same, she had once been on the screens of Odeons and Gaumonts, Regents and Ritzes, up and down the country. As a starlet, she might even have her death mentioned on the
  radio. Not that Tarrant himself wanted association with publicity. He was a man who worked quietly and with secret purpose. He sat down next to the old woman again and took her hand.


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


  Bad, was it?


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


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


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


  Tom Foster was one of the firm in the old days, Ma. I always took care of him, like the rest. Not none of them never wanted for nothin. There was a time I dont know how
  Id have got on without a man for bookwork like old Tom. Still, praps someone thought he was gettin a bit too clever for his own good. Theyre good lads, most of
  em, most of the time. But they arent family, Ma. None of em. Thats you and me, and Wen and Pat. And thats what counts in the end. Thats what you got
  to remember, Ma, if anythin was ever to happen to me. Theres nothin like family. You forget em all and go to Wen down in Essex.


  She pulled against his hand impatiently. Theres nothing going to happen to you, son. Dont you talk so silly.


  He smiled at her and drew his hand away. I dont suppose it will, Ma. Ill live to draw a pension yet.


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


  Im wonderin, darlin. Id best go back to town for a few days. I feel a bit responsible for this girl that had the accident, me havin put her in the
  pictures once or twice. Best see it settled without anythin nasty bein said. You got Vi to look after you here and you could have Mrs Gerrish and one or two others down to see
  you.


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


  He took her hand.


  That phone, Ma. Press ringin up. Theyre some right little guttersnipes, they are. I dont want nothin mucky bein said about you or me or the girls.
  Nothin that might upset you. I never had anythin else to do with that Latifa Noon but you cant tell what that voice on the phone might make of it.


  Make up stories? she said.


  Tarrant watched the wind in the curtain at the open veranda door. Mind you, that reporter will be carryin his nose home in his hanky, if I catch him at it, Ma. I wont have
  you upset by any of them.


  Sonny, dont! But there was a glimmer of pride in her reproof.


  And with Tom Foster gone, theres business needs lookin at, he said. Ill be back here before you know it. Only I got the picture house as well as the
  garages to think of now. Staff is apt to skive when theres no one in charge of em. No proper guvnor. A flyin visit from me might make all the difference.


  And I dont suppose its a girl thats taking you away, is it? Mrs Tarrant enquired with a private smile. You wont be back this side of
  Christmas.


  He held her hand a little tighter. Youre my girl, Ma, you know that. Youre worth more than the lot of em put together. Anyhow, Ill be back in the week. If
  Im not, Ill send the motor to bring you up to Temple Court. Youll see.


  It was part of the understanding between them that girls and Sonnys healthy appetite for them, even in middle age, sometimes took him away from home. Mother and son understood that he was
  a rip but with no real harm in him. If she thought about this, which she rarely did, Mrs Tarrant also knew that she had seldom learnt who these girls were or what her son did with them. The old
  woman had long ceased to be her sons adviser. She now preferred that there were things about which she would never be told.


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


  Hello, Foxy. Its me. Wake you up, did I? Never mind. I need one of the motors down here tomorrow to take me back to town. Mas got Vi to look after her but Id
  appreciate young Rodney comin down for a bit. He could bring the motor back again and drive it here as required. Be nice for him down by the sea this time of year. Say about lunchtime
  tomorrow, then. Thanks, Foxy.


  He put the phone down again and went to his bureau, unlocking a drawer and taking out its contents. Turning away, he stooped to kiss the old woman and went back to the balcony rail, staring at
  the dark sea with the banknotes rolled in his fist. Most of the education he received as a child had left him at a loss. But there were certain stories and certain men that had impressed him. Some
  were unlikely to be remembered by a boy of his kind and he had forgotten the names of the minor figures. But he had been absorbed by legends of men who held power through bold and sudden decisions.
  There were Roman emperors who transformed a triumvirate into a single imperial rule by the blade of a knife. Then they removed their rivals, as other men prepared their knives for the supreme
  solitary ruler. He supposed that his feelings as he gazed across the shrubs and paths of Bournemouths central gardens were much the same as those forgotten heroes must have known when their
  lieutenants fell to the enemy.


  Then the firmness of his long aquiline face was disturbed by a look of concern. He hoped, after all, that Latifa Noon would get a mention in the press, on the radio particularly. It was her
  misfortune that she had been mixed up with Tom Foster. He wanted to see her get the tribute that she deserved.


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


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


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


  You go out with Vi or one of em and get what you like, he said encouragingly. You have anythin you want.
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