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  Richard Dacre and The Murder Room


   This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.


  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.


  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters
  of second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which
  have been out of print for decades.


  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally
  ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. 
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  Note


  The events of the following novel occupy almost a year in the career of DCI Sam Hoskins. Canton and Ocean Beach are a creation of the novelists imagination. Their police
  forces, politicians and citizens exist only as a fantasy. In one sense, Canton is any city. In the near future, it may be every city.
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  PART ONE


  
    Summer


  

  Chapter One


  Playtime. The green electric script faded like old silk in the bright haze of the summer morning. Beyond the white freshly painted pier pavilions the tides
  sluggish ripples caught the misty sunlight in a glitter of glass fragments. The light wind dropped as the tide slackened. Women in the striped canvas chairs were shrugging off their cardigans,
  drawing up skirts above the knee, exposing pale winter flesh to the promise of Sunday warmth.


  Elaine stood to one side of the green electric sign. Overhead two rows of white bulbs flashed on and off in sequence, creating a dance of light round the eaves of the amusement pavilion. Beneath
  her, the iron girders of the pier echoed a rush and rattle of waves on sand-coloured shingle.


  In her short skirt with grey pleats, her white blouse and school tie, the regulation knee-socks, she looked more like a lumpish ill-mannered child than a young woman. But even at fifteen years
  old, childhood was something for which she felt only good riddance.


  At that moment she was looking for a man, somewhere in the slow-moving crowds of Sunday trippers. She had no idea of his name, age, or appearance. Such things were not important to her. He was
  there, all right. Somewhere. In a few minutes more she would probably find him. And then he was going to be very sorry that he had ever set foot in Ocean Beach. Very, very sorry indeed.


  The girl glanced across the sands towards the duck-egg-blue rails of the Cakewalk promenade. All the deck-chairs were full by eleven oclock with the crowds that had come by car from the
  valley towns or by the metro-rail from the shabby streets of Canton itself. The pages of the News of the World or the Sunday People were spread out against the growing heat. Their
  headlines ran in ceaseless repetition along the rows of pier deck-chairs, like messages tapped out from a doomed liner. SABOTAGE IN CAPE AIR RACE . . . DEAD BABY SENT THROUGH POST . . . A pre-war
  photograph of the Duchess of Windsor in a black dress filled a centre page.


  Del and Sonny were waiting as patiently as the girl. They leant on the promenade rails, near the kiosks of the pier-approach and the painted scrolls. Jokes, Tricks, and Magic . . .
  Films and Cigarettes . . . In the warm sheltered air the smell of fresh marine paint was stronger. A perfume of tobacco smoke lingered between the stalls. Like a dozen other young men
  nearby, Del and Sonny each rested a sharp toecap on the lower rail and waited for the fun to begin.


  Fainter still in the strengthening sunlight, the white electric pearls danced unnoticed round the pavilion roof. Someone inside turned a switch. The green script flickered Playtime
  once more and then went dead.


  It was Del who caught the movement of Elaines head first as she leant on the pier rail and looked at them. He threw away his half-smoked cigarette with an impatient gesture learnt from
  the movie screen.


  Cmon , Son! he said. Shes got one.


  They pushed forward, nudging and jostling among the crowd, to reach the turnstile. Passing through it, they came up level with the girl. There was nothing remarkable in their appearance. Any one
  of a hundred shabby terraces or high-rises in Barrier or Orient, or the dockland of Cantons Peninsula district might have been home to them.


  Elaine was the youngest. The lank hair lay loose on her shoulders from its central parting, framing the broad oval of her pale face with its narrowed eyes and thin mouth. The pleated grey skirt
  of the uniform scarcely covered the pallor of her sturdy adolescent thighs. Tossing her fair hair into place, she looked up the deck towards her prey, directing the attention of the other two.


  Del, at twenty, was two years older than Sonny Hassan. He appeared an easy-going fair-skinned giant, somewhat overweight. A blond kiss-curl and a humorous twist to the mouth suggested good
  nature and gentleness. A closer look showed that the heavy upper lip was curved in a slight but rigid deformity, resembling a sneer rather than a smile. He moved down the pier deck with a lounging
  walk, something between a sailors roll and the flat-footedness of a cartoon animal.


  The rings on his right hand were not worn from sentiment or for display. Their edges were sharpened brass. With his fist clenched, Del could break a mans nose on the brass edges or lay
  open a cheek with no more effort than knocking on a door. He stared down the pier deck. Hot nougat smells from the sweet-stalls hung in the warm air. He could spot the target fifty feet away. The
  upper lip moved in scornful self-confidence.


  s a piece of piss, he said.


  Sonny Hassan looked at him quickly and grinned. Sonnys long dark nose and quizzical eyes, like his name, were the legacy of a lascar seaman who had visited his mother rarely and briefly
  in a dockland house off Martello Square. But though wiry and fast as a bantam, Sonny was apt to defer to Dels authority in business of this kind.


  With a quicker eye for commercial value, it was Sonny who already had two girls working the street for him. They might be shopgirls during the day. But when evening came they were ponies in
  Sonny Hassans stable. He walked with a short energetic swagger, proud of his investments. Del disapproved but tolerated the arrangement. He cared nothing for the girls. Even so, there was
  something unmanly in living on a womans money, however it was earned.


  The target was in full view now. He was a beauty, Del thought, in his middle forties with dark hair and red neck. He looked short and stocky in grey flannels, his sports shirt hanging over fat
  hips and beer belly. Two brilliantined flaps of hair lined the bald division along his skull. The mans face wore the expectant, purposeless expression of the casual tripper. His woman was
  plump and pale, a timidity in her brown eyes and soft freckled face.


  The couple wandered into the amusement pavilion halfway down the length of the pier. Del and Sonny closed the distance a little. The fluorescent-lit pavilion with its bare decking and iron
  rafters echoed like the din of a machine-shop. Del stood by the leather punch-ball on its stand of varnished wood. He grinned at the Test Your Strength dial. Steadying the ball with
  his left hand, he danced on his toes and delivered a short downward jab with his right fist. The ball rattled violently against the wood. Del hoped the mug and his woman were watching. No need to
  waste a coin and see the needle measure his strength on its dial. Better than anyone else, he knew how strong he was.


  The man and woman wandered past the electric pintables with their mushroom scoring-coils and comic-strip images of glass display panels. Playboy . . . Top Card . . .
  Diamond City . . . Spaceman . . . The punter and his woman walked slightly apart, not speaking or touching one another. They had now assumed a vacant, uncomprehending
  look of boredom or sudden bereavement. Electric colour flashed and machinery rattled. Sonny knew that Dels instinct was right.


  Elaine had gone ahead and chosen her place. It was beyond the amusement pavilion, just short of the Pleasure Palace at the end with its bars and arcades. She was standing at the pier rail, where
  a row of older machines had been set out as an antique curiosity. Artists Model and The First Night, peep-shows of old cards in cast-iron cases. There was a
  horse-racing game, two metal animals wound along green linoleum by a pair of handles. In another glass case the gates of a little prison opened to show a toy figure, bound and hooded, being hanged
  by a pair of companions.


  Elaine leant on the rail, as the crowd moved slowly on towards the pier bars and the glasses of beer at sunny tables. She looked down at the bottle-green swell of the tide where it made little
  whirlpools round the girders. Her pose was assumed as carefully as any model on the peep-show cards. The hem of the little pleated skirt was drawn higher, baring her rather heavy young thighs
  suggestively above the white knee-socks. Slovenly but provocative, she offered a calculated glimpse of white elasticated web, the cotton briefs outlining her hips and buttocks. The tight material
  was awkwardly twisted and gathered, so that one fattened swell of pale flesh was half uncovered. Del smiled and knew that every pair of male or female eyes passing by would register the image.


  From time to time, she tossed clear her fair hair and glanced back over her shoulder. The dark narrowed eyes with their fleck of green, the tight sullen mouth, conveyed her adolescent impudence
  to the adult world.


  Del nudged Sonny. The mug and his woman were close now, not more than twenty feet from the girl.


  Watch it, Son! he said quickly.


  The man and woman drew level with Elaine, the woman nearer the central glass wind-break, the man closer to the pier rail. Beyond the Arabian helter-skelter, an amplified steam-organ blasted out
  The Good Old Summer Time.


  Elaine jerked suddenly and straightened up. She swung her arm back at the level of her hips, as if lashing out at an insect that had bitten her thighs. The eyes were narrower still in fury as
  she spun round and bellowed after the man.


  You dirty filthy thing! Ill get the police to you!


  Del and Sonny were beside her now. The sunbathers in the deck-chairs looked first at the girl and then for the man at whom she was shouting. To Dels delight, the punter handed them a
  bonus. Hearing the shout just behind him, he turned round to see what the fuss was. His movement had the appearance of guilt as he stared at the girl.


  Yes, you! she bellowed with childish indignation. Thats the second time! Filthy thing! You do that again, Ill have the police to you!


  Del and Sonny came up to the man. Sonny was on the outside, Del stepped between the punter and his woman. As the man tried to turn away, they jostled him back with their shoulders and folded
  arms.


  You mucky old sod, said Del pleasantly, almost as if they were sharing a joke at the girls outburst. You want to keep them hands to yourself a bit more. Dont
  you? Eh?


  I done nothing to her! The punters voice was strained in an effort to convey the exasperation of an innocent man. Never touched her! Never even been
  near her!


  Dont come it, said Sonny Hassan quietly. You was bloody seen! And you tried it back there by the amusements. Only you didnt get worse than a look from her
  then.


  Del turned to Elaine, as if they were strangers.


  You want a witness, my love?


  Again the punter tried to turn away, showing the first sign of panic. Sonny and Del hemmed him in easily. They shouldered and blocked him in a small ring of spectators, who gathered at the sound
  of Elaines shouts. The woman stood apart, her face drawn in a look of repulsion, either at the two young men or perhaps because she believed them. Pathetic and silent, she left him to his
  own defence. But the man himself had recovered his wits and began to argue.


  Whats this game, then? he said grimly. I was never near her. And if you was watching, you know that. So whats this game?


  Del nudged against him, chewing casually, letting the spearmint breath into the mans face.


  Two saw you. Crafty old bugger. Touching up little girls on the side? Old lady not enough for you, is she?


  Let him alone! It was the voice of the punters woman at last. He done nothing! He was with me! Leave us alone!


  The us worried Del a little. Whatever the woman thought, she was going to stand by her man. He caught Sonnys glance briefly.


  Right. Del stepped away from the man. Youre alone, then. And you stay alone. I dont never want to see you trying that on again with a girl. All right?
  Understand?


  The punter stared dumbly. He was no match for the two young men and he knew better than to prolong the argument. Del was satisfied that the sullen silence would be taken for guilt by the
  onlookers.


  Other thing, he said quietly to the man. I dont want to see you on this pier again. Not while Im on it. Never!


  To impress the point, he folded his right hand into a fist. The sunlight caught the square faces of the brass rings with a fogged gleam. The deformed lip lifted in a slight involuntary sneer.
  For a moment it seemed that the punter was prepared to argue again. But Del and Sonny moved away, strolling towards the arcading and the bars at the piers end. Del knew it would be all
  right. He could hear the woman pleading with her man, on the verge of tears, coaxing him into submission for his own sake. Whatever defiance he felt, his woman only wanted to get away, to hide from
  the knot of puzzled spectators.


  Where the pier opened out round the bars and arcades, the whoop of the Ghost Train and the electric splutter of dodgem poles was overlaid by the climactic chords of the steam-organ.


  
   
  Ill be your tootsie-wootsie


  In the Good Old Summer Time . . .

   

  


  The Atlantic Bar was already doing business, wooden seats in the bright morning occupied by shirt-sleeved men with pint glasses of dark ale. Sonny and Del walked round the side of the wooden
  arcading, out of sight of the crowds. The wind was cooler at the end rail of the pier, the ocean glitter fading in infinite haze. The two young men faced one another and went through a pantomime of
  silent agonised hilarity.


  Del glanced back to make sure they were not being watched. Behind them, cars shone in the sun along the promenade like the carapaces of insects, blue, yellow, and black. From his pocket he took
  the punters wallet. The black leather bill-fold was worn to a dingy brown but fat with its contents. Sonny wrinkled his nose and did comic fast-breathing in anticipation.


  She picked one! he said jubilantly. Shes got a nose for it!


  Del snapped the wallet open. He unfolded the banknotes and counted them.


  Fifty-two quid, he said admiringly. Not bad for a start.


  Sonny slid a long finger into the leather pouch and hooked out a slip of paper, endorsed with a name. He read it and grinned.


  Mr Jonas had a day at the races, he said mockingly.


  Lucky day for Mr Jonas!


  They looked at one another for a moment, heaving with silent laughter. Del counted out twenty pounds for Sonny and twenty for himself. He folded away the remainder for Elaine. Then he looked at
  the rest of the wallets contents. Two metro-rail tickets from Canton Orient to Ocean Beach. Two scraps of paper with addresses, telephone numbers, simple arithmetical calculations. An old
  handwritten letter, its single sheet of paper discoloured toffee-brown along the folds. Two small photographs, one of a child in a garden, the other of an elderly couple sitting in a front doorway.
  The edges of the snapshots were bent and their glaze flawed by tiny creases.


  He crumpled the paper scraps and dropped them in the sea, the tickets also. The letter and snapshots he tore into fragments and scattered them on the green water below. Last of all, he pitched
  the wallet out as far as it would go and saw it sink slowly.


  Rubbish like that could hang us, Son, he said humorously.


  Then he brushed his blond kiss-curl into place and turned back towards the shore.


  
    
  


  Chapter Two


  As Del and Sonny moved out of sight, Elaine turned her back to the pier rail and leant against it. No one paid her much attention now. The punter and his woman had turned away
  towards the toll-booth. They walked with high dignity past the pier gates, shouting a final backward threat of reporting the incident. The girl knew there was no risk of that. Even when the mug
  found his hip pocket empty, he would think twice before repeating Dels accusations to the beach patrol. Elaine had cultivated an unerring gift of recognition. It was as if she sensed in her
  victims the tendencies of which she accused them. That made it all the easier. It scared them into silence.


  Raising the two curtains of her lank fair hair on her thumbs, she drew them back behind her ears. The dark eyes with their fleck of green had narrowed again in the strong light. Now that the
  excitement of the sudden quarrel was over, the newspapers were spread out down the row of canvas chairs by the wind-break. Apart from a few surreptitious glances, the men and women who sat there
  had lost interest in her.


  Except for one. She had not seen him at first. He stood watching her through the glass of the wind-break from the far side of the pier deck. Elaine knew him as the man who had watched her scores
  of times in the previous six months. Just watching. Looking at her as if he was fixing her image in his mind. Never approaching, never speaking. Watching and, perhaps, waiting. He was a secret in
  her life, a secret kept even from Del and Sonny. She thought of him simply as The Man.


  It had begun early in the year. Walking home from school in the afternoons, Elaine was aware that The Man shared the route with her at the same time. About a quarter of a mile of it, from
  Shackleton Road and the school gates, past the Redlands estate, up the hill to the cement-coloured houses where she lived with her mother and stepfather, her unmarried elder sister and that
  sisters daughter, who was referred to by family custom as being the parents third child.


  The Man did not follow her every day, only once or twice a week. And sometimes there was a week or a fortnight in which he was not to be seen. But then he would reappear like a ghost or a
  shadow. After his absence, Elaine would abruptly sense him there, without glancing round. It was like the shock of an invisible electric pulse between them. Or like knowing in the dark that someone
  was hiding on the path, silent and without moving. And when at length she looked round he was there. Always the same. Always walking about twenty feet behind her, watching.


  Elaine reacted with scorn rather than fear. She did not quite know whether The Man was dangerous or pathetic. Certainly less dangerous than most boys of her own age. She had learnt about men
  early, from Billy and Steve in unfrequented corners of the school grounds. It was common knowledge that there were men who had a preference for girls of her age. They were middle-aged men, she
  imagined, and she thought it possible that all middle-aged men shared these desires. There were magazines catering for such tastes, sold in the little newsagents shops beyond the station.
  They were full of photographs showing girls in school uniforms and men or women in mortarboards and gowns, carrying canes. They were punters rubbish, from what the girl could see. No one at
  Shackleton Comprehensive ever wore a gown, and canes had been illegal for several years.


  It was not in tribute to the magazines that Elaine wore her grey skirt as high up her legs as possible. There was rebellion and contempt for the adult world in her display. She found it
  indefinably exhilarating. And there was a feeling of triumph in knowing that she could make such a fool of The Man, more than twice her own age. Each afternoon when she walked home up the steep
  pavement ahead of him, high above the view across the Peninsula and the waveless dock-water, she taunted him with a display that she hoped would give him sleepless nights for a long time to
  come.


  On those afternoons, as she turned from the pavement and went up the steps that joined the estate path, The Man stood at the bottom of the bank and stared up at her. Elaine had once or twice
  shaken her hair back and looked round at him. But he stood there without expression, seeing more and more as she climbed. Whatever his motive he made no secret of his interest.


  She was not the least scared, as girls were supposed to be of such men. Perhaps that was because The Mans appearance was ridiculous. His gabardine slacks and brown jacket were ordinary
  enough. The oddity was in his brown shoes with white piping, like an American actor she had once seen in an old film. And despite the crisp black hair, he seemed ancient to her. Forty, at least,
  and perhaps much more.


  The Man had only once followed her home in the evening, after she had been to a Blue Moon concert with Claire and Viv. Still Elaine was not frightened. It amused her to have an admirer who was
  far too timid to approach. On that evening, she had been tempted to give him a fright, to swing round and confront him. Or she might look down from the top of the bank and ask him if he had now
  seen everything he wanted. But that would be like breaking the rules of a private game. Then, perhaps, The Man might become dangerous.


  So it had gone on, from January until June, the strange consenting game. It was like a courtship ritual on the steep streets of Lantern Hill, the headland suburb across the water from Peninsula
  and the Canton Railway Dock. Elaine had said nothing to her mother or stepfather. There would have been questions about her own part in The Mans conduct. Questions, too, about boys of her
  own age like Steve and Billy. Sooner or later, her answers would be unsatisfactory, they always were. And then her stepfathers strap would be taken from its drawer. The strap and not the
  police represented the rule of law in the cement-coloured houses. No one had the least use for the police. It was thanks to them that Elaine was living with her mothers second husband and
  not her own father.


  Leaning against the pier rail in the morning sunlight, it was easy for Elaine to pretend that she had not seen The Man beyond the glass partition of the wind-break. The tables were turned
  against him, the spy being spied upon. She turned and once more stared down at the whirlpools of the tide, her stomach pressing on the varnished rail. In an awkward lethargic posture she balanced
  like this on the polished wood. Once more the curve of her body drew the short skirt and the hem of the pants higher, the length of her thighs and the pale weight of her buttocks partially bare.
  She was sardonically aware of giving The Man the biggest treat of all.


  From time to time, she shook her fair hair back and glanced round, as if looking for Del and Sonny. In the corner of her vision she could make out that The Man was still staring at her through
  the glass partition. He was like a ghost in a darker world, the kingdom of the dead. She could just see that he had something dark in his hands, perhaps a camera. Elaine supposed that he was taking
  pictures of her to be enjoyed at leisure. A private collection of surreptitiously aimed snapshots.


  The thought of this engendered an acid contempt for him. He was pathetic, even sick, after all. Elaine straightened up, denying him the view with which she had taunted him so far. She saw that
  Del and Sonny were walking back from the end of the pier. When they reached her, she need only complain to them of The Man, the annoyance caused by the stranger taking suggestive photographs of
  her. Suddenly she decided that she would like to see The Mans scared face, even to watch him fisted once or twice by Dels armoured knuckles.


  But that would be risky, so soon after the lifting of the wallet. In any case, by the time that Del and Sonny reached her, The Man had vanished, as he always did. Whenever he watched her, she
  was on her own. Whenever she was accompanied, he was nowhere to be seen. Never a witness. There was something about The Man that suggested he was not merely another punter, after all. The thought
  of it nagged her like a faint and premature warning.


  She walked with Del and Sonny in their jackets and slim-legged trousers. The three of them passed through the pier turnstile on to the promenade. Along the Cakewalk, the crowds from the car
  parks and the metro-rail were packed still deeper, moving slowly as the tide. The Old Timer corporation buses with their royal blue livery and ancient advertisements had been brought
  out as a novelty for the season on Bay Drive. Their sides were painted with long bright slogans in summer colours. Jupps Ales . . . Zambuc Ointment . . . Gilbeys Odds-On Cocktail.


  The little grey skirt fluttered against the top of Elaines pale thighs in a light quirk of wind. She tossed her fair hair into place contemptuously and put The Man from her thoughts.


  The public address system on the pier had begun to blast the warm air with its promotion for that nights rock concert at the Blue Moon Club. Elaine narrowed her eyes against the glitter
  of the warm sea.


  Cmon ! she said impatiently. Lets have some fun!
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