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  Donald MacKenzie 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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  Chapter One




  An overhead sign flashed. FASTEN SEATBELTS! REFRAIN FROM SMOKING!




  Philip Page reached for the buckle. The 747 tilted into the descent to Heathrow, offering a foreshortened view of bare trees and a chilly reservoir. It was almost noon. The Pan Am flight had

  left LA the previous evening and was arriving on schedule. The trim blonde hostess showed no sign of fatigue as she passed down the aisle, checking her charges. Page turned away, aware of his

  wrinkled tan suit and stubbled face.




  It was almost twenty-four hours since the dusty Cadillac had roared up Carmel Valley and turned on to the road to Twin Oaks, scattering the horses behind the white-railed paddocks. After a brief

  conversation in the ranch-house, the two FBI agents had arrested Page on an extradition warrant and rushed him into federal court. Four hours later he was on his way to the airport, handcuffed to a

  taciturn Bostonian who spent most of the flight reading Longfellow.




  The undercarriage thudded down. Page closed his eyes. He was forty-seven years old, of medium build, with rust-coloured hair and a belligerent stare. Three years living in California sunshine

  had turned his skin dark brown. His profile was blurred from too much Scotch. Wheels hit the tarmac in a three-point landing. Page kept his eyes shut. It had all happened too fast.




  Ten a.m. on a perfect Pacific coast morning. He had been walking the dogs along Pebble Beach. At a quarter past one on the same afternoon he was in federal court.




  Slush fanned over Page’s window. He opened his eyes. A hostess’s voice sounded over the intercom. ‘Please remain seated until the aircraft has come to a complete

  halt!’




  The FBI agent removed his spectacles, put the volume of poems in his case and snapped a pair of plastic handcuffs on Page’s wrists. The agent kept a firm grip on the unattached part of the

  links. Lights were burning throughout the airport buildings. A Pan Am jeep scooted across the wet tarmac, heading for the incoming plane. The aircraft stopped in front of the cocoon outside

  Terminal Two. Passengers left their seats, stretching and yawning, seeking their hand baggage in the overhead racks.




  The agent came to his feet, bringing Page with him. He had used a razor while his prisoner dozed. Other passengers stood to one side as Page was led to the front of the aircraft. He was to be

  the first off the plane. Someone dropped the curtain in front of the first-class section. The bulkhead door was already open. A man from Pan Am ground staff stood with a clipboard, two

  plain-clothes policemen next to him.




  The FBI agent nodded at the air hostess. ‘Thanks for your help. I’ll catch you another time!’




  The shorter of the two waiting detectives made himself known. ‘Agent Munro? I’m Detective Superintendent Manning, Fraud Squad. And this is Detective Sergeant Capstick.’ The

  three men shook hands. Surrounding their charge, they negotiated a succession of corridors, passing through immigration and customs control to an empty office. Manning closed the door. ‘You

  can take the cuffs off him now.’




  Page stood still as the agent used the key. Manning and Agent Munro exchanged signatures on a couple of forms. Manning smiled. He had the enthusiastic manner of a scoutmaster, curly brown hair

  and distrustful eyes. Page took an instant dislike to him.




  ‘Are you fixed up for a hotel?’ Manning asked the agent. ‘We didn’t know what to do.’




  The agent shook his head, looking at Page. ‘I’m taking the plane back in the morning. You want to watch this character. He’s got all the moves.’ He lifted a hand and was

  gone.




  Manning’s expression changed as soon as the American left the room. ‘Give you a hard time over there, did they?’




  Page lit a Lucky. It was the first time he had been in police custody, but he had seen the films and TV. These clowns travelled in pairs, one kicking your ass while the other hung on to your

  hand. He made no reply to the question.




  An unmarked police car was waiting in front of the building, a plain-clothes man at the wheel. Page sat in the back, flanked by the two detectives. Sleet obscured his view through the

  windows.




  It was three years and two months since Page had left the UK, a few hours before the arrival of the Fraud Squad at his home in Chesham Street. Page’s daughter had been in her last term at

  Saint Mary’s, Ascot. The Pages did little entertaining. Page travelled a lot. His wife thought nothing of his absence until the Fraud Squad officers rang her doorbell. It was eighteen months

  after that when Page read of his wife’s suicide. She had compounded a lethal concoction of whisky and seasickness pills and was found dead on the floor of the flat overlooking the river.




  The car stopped in front of Chelsea police station. Page climbed the steps with his escort. A faint smell of disinfectant hung in the hallway. Typewriters clattered somewhere out of sight. A

  chest-high counter split the charge room in two. The desk sergeant looked up wearily. His tunic had grown too tight for him. Chrome numerals glittered on his shoulders. He leaned on his elbows and

  considered the three new arrivals.




  ‘Philip Page, Sarge,’ Manning said, jerking a thumb. ‘Come all the way from California to see you.’




  The sergeant spread himself comfortably, seized a form and glanced up at Page.




  ‘Name?’




  ‘Philip Page.’




  ‘Date and place of birth?’




  ‘April seventh, nineteen forty-three. Birthplace, Bruton, in Somerset.’




  ‘Address?’




  ‘Twin Oaks, Carmel, California.’




  The sergeant closed his eyes briefly. ‘Your address in this country.’




  ‘I don’t have one.’ The admission prompted the question, ‘When can I see a lawyer?’




  ‘Later,’ the sergeant replied automatically. ‘Empty your pockets on to the counter. Your watch, too.’




  The sergeant handled each article, describing it as he wrote in the property book. ‘Six hundred and seven American dollars. One bunch of keys. One yellow metal Cartier watch, one yellow

  metal Dupont lighter. One Amex charge card.’ He pushed the packet of Lucky Strike back across the counter. ‘Let’s have your belt.’




  Page stared down at his midriff.




  ‘I don’t believe this,’ he said, shaking his head.




  The sergeant locked the property bag in a drawer. ‘You’re entitled to make one phone call to a solicitor of your choosing. If you want a member of your family to be informed,

  we’ll take care of it.’




  Page gave the number of Ruthrauf and Ryan, a firm of solicitors.




  The sergeant handed Manning a bunch of cell keys. ‘You lock him up, sir. Your legs are younger than mine.’




  Manning accompanied Page down a flight of stone steps and unlocked a cell. The door closed, leaving Page alone. The cell was fifteen feet by eight with windows set high out of reach in the end

  wall. The sloping sill offered no purchase to a would-be climber. A coverless water closet dripped in a corner. A plank bed was cemented to the floor. There were no blankets or sheets. The door had

  been recently painted. The scars of previous occupants’ thinking still showed through new paint.




  

    

      IF YOU LOVE IT SET IT FREE! IF IT DOESN’T COME BACK HUNT IT DOWN AND KILL IT!


    


  




  The sentiment was close to Page’s heart. Two names occupied his thoughts constantly. One of them was the witness who had made the statement that had brought Page back to England. He was

  not sure which of the two was the culprit.




  Footsteps descended the steps outside. The hatch in the cell door was lowered. The hatless head of a uniformed policeman appeared.




  ‘Come and get it!’




  He pushed a paper bag and a mug of tea through the aperture. The hatch was lowered again.




  Page carried the mug to the bench. The greasy paper bag contained a limp fried-egg sandwich. He pushed the food to one side and tasted the tea. It was stewed, hot and sweet and tasted like

  nectar. He finished it gratefully and rang the bell at the side of the door. The summons echoed along the corridor. It took three more rings to achieve a result. The cop reappeared, glaring

  indignantly through the open hatch.




  ‘What do you want?’




  Page held up the mug, smiling, his free hand supporting his trousers. ‘Could I get some more of this?’




  The cop’s eyes rolled dangerously. ‘Where the fuck do you think you are?’ he snarled. ‘The Ritz Hotel?’ The hatch clattered down.




  Time passed. Page had no watch but the light was fading outside. A hundred-watt bulb came on in the ceiling. More footsteps outside. This time the cell door was fully opened.




  ‘Your brief’s here,’ said the cop.




  The interview room was across the hall from the charge room. The cop let Page in and half closed the door. The man waiting inside was short and in his late forties. He was wearing a dark coat

  with a velvet collar and had gig-lamp spectacles. A briefcase was on the table in front of him.




  ‘I’m Brian Loeb. We handle Ruthrauf and Ryan’s criminal work. Take a seat.’




  The two men sat down, facing one another across the bare deal table. The top of a baking-powder tin served as an ashtray.




  Loeb produced a box of Balkan Sobranie. ‘Smoke?’




  Page shook his head, taking a Lucky Strike from his pocket. He used the lawyer’s matches. ‘They took my lighter away and – would you believe – my belt!’




  The lawyer unscrewed a fountain pen and found a notebook. ‘I’ve just had a word with the officer in charge of your case. Detective Superintendent Manning. He says you refused to make

  a statement. Is that correct?’




  Page leaned back comfortably. ‘Nobody ever got into trouble by keeping his mouth shut. I read that somewhere. What about bail?’




  The lawyer blinked. ‘There are a couple of things to get out of the way first. Ruthrauf and Ryan told me I had to look to you for funds.’




  ‘So?’




  Loeb took the question of money seriously. ‘I’ve already talked to Matthew Horobin’s clerk. Horobin’s willing to take the brief. It’s going to be an expensive

  business.’




  ‘Lawyers generally are,’ answered Page. ‘Who is this guy?’




  ‘Horobin.’ Loeb repeated the name as if doing so increased his professional stature. ‘He’s a QC, the best fraud man in the country. But he’s expensive. Fifteen

  hundred a day, five hundred for his junior and then, of course, there are my own fees. You’re looking at the best part of three thousand pounds a day.’




  Page lifted a shoulder. ‘I’ll deal with it just as soon as I can get to a phone. In the mean time you’d better take the name of a friend of mine. He’ll supply whatever

  you need.’




  The lawyer opened his notebook again. Page gave him a telephone number.




  ‘His name’s Henry Vyner. You’ll get him at home in the evening. Tell him I’m going to need bail.’




  ‘The police are bound to oppose,’ said Loeb.




  Page looked at him with sudden suspicion. ‘How do you mean, oppose? I thought everyone was entitled to bail?’




  ‘It doesn’t work like that,’ said the lawyer. The backs of his fingers grew fine black hair. There was more of the same in his ears that he picked under stress. ‘An

  accused person is entitled to bail in theory but not if there are substantial grounds for believing that he may not turn up for his trial. Then there’s the possibility of him interfering with

  witnesses.’ He covered himself quickly. ‘That’s not me talking. It’s what the police might say.’




  It was thin ice they were skating on and Page wanted no part of it. ‘If you’re talking about this last piece of bullshit testimony, the name of the person who made the statement was

  never mentioned. How am I supposed to interfere with the Invisible Man?’




  ‘Don’t worry about it,’ Loeb said quickly. ‘Horobin’ll take care of everything. If the magistrate refuses the bail application, we’ll go to a judge in

  chambers.’




  ‘You can explain all that to Henry Vyner,’ said Page. ‘He’s a very rich man and an old friend of mine.’




  Loeb looked at his watch and gathered his briefcase.




  ‘I’d better get moving,’ he said, standing up. ‘I know it’s a silly thing to say, but try to get some rest. Horobin and I will see you in court in the

  morning.’




  He bustled through the door. The cop outside crooked a finger at Page and escorted him back to his cell.




  Page was alone again, heartened by the lawyer’s visit. Loeb was very different from the Ruthrauf and Ryan image of the corporate lawyers, equally at home in Canberra or Ottawa as in

  London. Loeb represented a direct line to QCs and judges in chambers.




  The lamp burned all night in the ceiling. Page did his best to sleep, achieving no more than one catnap after another. He came alive with a start, conscious of someone standing in the open

  doorway.




  ‘Rise and shine!’ the cop said. ‘Time to make yourself pretty for the magistrate.’




  Page followed him to a tiled recess halfway along the corridor. An unframed mirror was stuck on the wall over a handbasin. There was soap, a towel and a safety razor. Page scraped his face

  smooth and combed his hair. His lightweight tan suit had been slept in for two nights in succession, and looked like it. What Page saw in the mirror did nothing to reassure him.




  His next stop was the charge room. The desk sergeant returned Page’s property. Page buckled on his belt and pocketed his belongings.




  ‘What about my passport?’ he asked.




  The desk sergeant wheezed and smiled. ‘Thinking of going somewhere, were you? See Superintendent Manning. I’m sure he’ll be glad to accommodate you.’




  Page sat on a bench in the charge room. Half an hour passed. The door to the yard was opened. Cold air blew in, bringing a flurry of snowflakes with it. A couple of uniformed cops bustled in

  wearing greatcoats. They were part of the crew of the Black Maria waiting in the yard outside.




  ‘I got a live one for you gents this morning,’ the desk sergeant said, leaning his belly against the edge of the counter. He nodded across at Page.




  The escort took the typewritten sheet that accompanied Page and jerked his head. The back of the Black Maria was open. There were five cubicles on each side of the vehicle. Page was locked in

  one of them. Doors slammed. The escort climbed into the cab with the driver. The Black Maria lumbered out of the yard into the street. Page was standing up, his head twisted so that he had a

  foreshortened view of what was happening outside. The street-lamps still burned although it was nine fifteen. Swirling snow cut visibility to a few yards. Lines of glum-faced passengers waited at

  bus stops, heads wrapped in hats and scarves.




  Horseferry Road Magistrates’ Court was the first stop. Page and a Jamaican wearing a multi-coloured woollen cap were ushered into a brightly lit corridor and handed over to a waiting

  sergeant with a clipboard. A door closed on the Jamaican. Another lock turned on Page. The cell was smaller than the one he had previously occupied. There was the same plank bed, water closet and

  high, barred window. He had three cigarettes left. He lit one with the matches he had filched from the lawyer. It was a quarter past ten by his watch when the cell door reopened. The cop with the

  clipboard looked in.




  ‘Philip Page?’




  ‘That’s me.’ Page came to his feet.




  The jailer sprang the tongue of the lock, ensuring that it could not be closed accidentally.




  ‘Some people to see you,’ he said. He moved to one side, allowing Loeb and an older man to enter the cell. The door was partially closed. Loeb’s black wiry hair had been

  carefully groomed. He wore a dark business suit and carried his briefcase.




  ‘This is Matthew Horobin, your barrister,’ he said, making the introduction. ‘There are a couple of things to discuss before going into court.’




  The QC was a strong-featured man in his mid-fifties, wearing a double-breasted navy blue suit with a rosebud in his lapel. His inspection of Page was thorough.




  ‘How are you?’ he asked, pushing his hand out.




  ‘I’ve been a lot better,’ Page admitted. His first impression of Horobin was a good one. The barrister’s grave manner was reassuring. It was like having a judge in your

  corner. A man like this conversed with the establishment on equal terms. Loeb took a seat on the end of the plank bed, his briefcase in his lap, for the moment to withdraw from the conversation.

  Horobin glanced round the cell and frowned. ‘I imagine this is the first time you’ve been in a place like this.’




  ‘That’s right,’ said Page, ‘and I don’t much like it.’




  ‘Nobody does,’ Horobin said. ‘That’s why we’ve got to get you out of here quickly, on bail. I’ve been through all the material Mr Loeb was able to find.

  Newspaper reports and so on. None of it’s evidential, of course, but it does help to provide a background.’




  Page extinguished his cigarette. Headlines revived in his memory.




  

    

      FRAUD SQUAD OFFICERS VISIT BELGRAVIA HOME




      MISSING ENTREPRENEUR SOUGHT IN CITY SCANDAL


    


  




  ‘What you’ve read was based upon hearsay and lies,’ he said. ‘The only facts were the names of the people concerned. What you don’t seem to understand is that

  I’m innocent!’ He realised that he had raised his voice and forced himself to speak quietly. ‘The British government tried to get me extradited on two occasions. Both times they

  failed. So they tried again. This time they succeeded. The fact remains that I’m innocent.’




  The QC moved his head in sympathy. ‘Neither Mr Loeb nor I would be representing you otherwise.’




  Page disbelieved the statement entirely.




  Leob looked up. ‘In any case, it isn’t us that you have to convince – it’s the jury.’




  Horobin shifted from one leg to another. The closeness of the cell seemed to affect him.




  ‘The first objective is to get you out on bail. The police will do their best to oppose it. Miss Lassiter is representing the DPP. The reasons she’ll produce are the obvious ones.

  The amount of money involved. The fact that you left the country without telling anyone – including your family, as I understand it. Then there are the old stand-bys. They’ll claim that

  you won’t respond to your bail if it’s granted, interfere with witnesses.’




  Page was outraged. ‘You mean they can say stuff like that and get away with it?’




  ‘I’m afraid so,’ said Horobin.




  ‘I don’t believe this!’ Page said heatedly. ‘I left this country openly on a ticket that had my name on it. I hadn’t even been questioned by the police at that

  stage and I used my own passport. What was I supposed to do – put an advertisement in The Times?’




  Horobin looked at the end of his cigarette. ‘The prosecution will say that the police had no opportunity to question you, you weren’t there. We’ve got one thing in our favour.

  We’re up in front of Hugh Graham. He’s got a mind of his own and he listens to both sides. He rarely gets a reversal. Apart from the bail application, your appearance here this morning

  is no more than a formality.’




  The corridor outside was rowdy. Doors were being opened and shut, names being called. The jailer poked his head into the cell.




  ‘Court’s in session, gents. You’ve got another fifteen minutes.’ The three men checked their watches.




  Loeb resumed the conversation. ‘This statement they referred to in the federal court. Did you ever see it?’




  ‘I neither saw nor heard it,’ said Page. ‘The lawyer for the British government referred to fresh evidence, but they never produced it. Nor was the name of the witness ever

  mentioned.’




  ‘We’ll know soon enough,’ said Horobin. ‘They’ll have to provide us with copies of any documentary evidence they’re going to use before the trial. Leave

  everything to me once we’re in court. All you have to do is answer to your name.’




  The entrance to the courtroom was no more than ten feet away. The door was thrown open. The Jamaican in the Rastafarian colours emerged shouting abuse. Page took his place in the dock. There was

  room enough for half a dozen prisoners, a bench to sit on and a ledge on which to write. The magistrate sat on a red upholstered chair under the royal arms. There were four rows of benches between

  the magistrate and the dock. The clerk of the court and stenographer sat next to one another. Horobin and the woman barrister occupied the front row, Loeb and a man from the treasury

  solicitor’s department behind them. The public and press galleries were full. The sergeant with the clipboard stood at the side of the dock.




  The court clerk rose, reading from the paper he was holding. ‘Is your full name Philip Page?’




  The jailer urged Page to stand. ‘Yes, it is,’ Page replied.




  ‘Philip Page, you are charged on two counts under the Fraud Act of 1982. Do you plead guilty or not guilty?’




  Horobin rose, clutching his lapels with both hands. ‘I appear for the defendant, Your Honour. The defendant pleads not guilty to both charges.’




  The woman barrister rose in turn. ‘I appear for the Crown, Your Honour.’




  ‘Thank you, Miss Lassiter. You may call your first witness.’




  There was general shuffling of feet. Detective Superintendent Manning crossed the courtroom to the witness box. Page turned his head towards the public gallery. His daughter was sitting in the

  second row next to Henry Vyner. It was more than three years since Page had seen either of them. Vyner lifted a hand in salute.




  The detective superintendent took the oath. Miss Lassiter began her examination.




  ‘Please give your full name and rank.’




  ‘William Makepeace Manning. Detective superintendent attached to the Fraud Squad.’ He spread his legs and assumed the at-ease position.




  The barrister glanced up at the magistrate. ‘May the officer refer to his notes, Your Honour?’




  The dialogue was stylised, question and answer known in advance.




  ‘How long after the events were the notes made?’ asked the magistrate.




  ‘Twenty minutes, Your Honour.’




  The magistrate looked down at Horobin. ‘Any objections, Mr Horobin?’




  Horobin shook his head. ‘None, Your Honour.’




  The questioning continued. ‘Officer, did you take the defendant into custody yesterday at Heathrow Airport?’




  ‘I did, madam. I told him who I was and that I would be charging him with two offences under the Fraud Act of 1982. I also said that I would be taking him to Chelsea police station where

  he would be charged and kept in custody until his appearance before a magistrates’ court. I informed him that he was not obliged to say anything, but that anything he did say might be used in

  evidence.’




  Page turned his head again, unable to resist the temptation to look at the public benches. The last few years had draped Vyner’s frame with still more flesh. Page’s daughter refused

  to look at him.




  Miss Lassiter continued. ‘What happened next?’




  ‘The defendant was conveyed to Chelsea police station, Your Honour. He was charged and informed of his rights again. He declined to make a statement and asked to see a lawyer.’




  ‘And was that request complied with?’




  ‘Yes it was, madam. Contact was made with a firm of solicitors. One of their representatives is in court now.’ He looked directly at Loeb.




  The magistrate shifted in his seat. ‘Any questions for this witness, Mr Horobin?’




  ‘None, Your Honour.’




  Manning left the witness box and seated himself near the dock. Miss Lassiter resumed her role.




  ‘This is a complex case, Your Honour, involving a number of enquiries being made in several countries. Witnesses have to be contacted. Statements have to be taken. The prosecution is

  requesting a two-week remand.’




  The magistrate and his clerk conferred. The magistrate looked down at the lawyers.




  ‘How about the fourteenth of November?’




  Miss Lassiter smiled. ‘Fine, for my part, Your Honour. The prosecution should be in a position to proceed at that time.’




  The magistrate cocked his head. ‘Mr Horobin?’




  ‘It suits me, Your Honour. The question of bail remains. The defendant has been extradited from the United States of America on charges of fraud. These charges will be vigorously refuted,

  Your Honour. It will be impossible to prepare a proper defence if the defendant is kept in custody. The police are already in possession of his passport and he is prepared to report to them daily.

  A friend of the defendant is in court, Your Honour. He is ready to enter into whatever recognisances Your Honour may require.’




  It was the woman lawyer’s turn again, calm and quite sure of herself.




  ‘My instructions are that the police strongly object to bail being granted, Your Honour. The defendant fled the country more than three years ago. He was ultimately traced to California.

  The police feel that he would abscond if granted bail. There’s the additional problem of witnesses being tampered with.’




  Horobin rose with authority. His voice was heavy with indignation.




  ‘With great respect, Your Honour, this is clearly a case in which bail should be granted. My client is a man of unblemished character with a complete answer to the charges that have been

  brought against him. Miss Lassiter has referred to “fleeing the country”. My client did no such thing. He left quite openly. No one attempted to detain or question him at that time.

  This case is likely to drag on into March, even later. To keep an innocent man in custody for that length of time is, in my submission, intolerable.’




  She was back like a terrier. ‘The defendant has no fixed abode in this country.’




  Horobin adjusted his spectacles and looked at her. ‘That has been taken care of, Your Honour. A flat in London has been put at my client’s disposal. The police are aware of this and

  should Your Honour be disposed to grant bail, the police are satisfied with the surety.’
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