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  Bill James 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




  Ruth Avery used to say that making love with Harpur was like being in bed with all of E-Division. He would hang his handset radio on a coat hook and the chatter and orders

  bubbled away while they talked over it or held each other or lay thinking about the need to get up soon or about the future, if they had one together. Names they both knew gave company through the

  static to their best minutes, and their best minutes were as good as Harpur had forecast to himself when Ruth was still someone out of reach, just the well-fleshed wife of an underling.




  Occasionally his own name would come up and he would have to answer. Sometimes it would happen at exactly the wrong moment, kicking dead all the magic for that day. No lasting damage seemed

  done, though. She understood police life and knew it did not stop because two people were having a sweet time. They would get a laugh out of it and plan for the next week.




  Afternoons suited her best, when her children were at school. She would not let him come to her house and they could not go to his so they used one of a handful of third-rate hotels in rotation.

  No need for five stars when it was only a couple of hours, all in bed. Once when she was depressed or angry she had called it a screwing arrangement.




  He would pay for the room in advance so they could slip away in the late afternoon without explaining why. These hotels were on to a fine thing; just a couple of sheets for the laundry and no

  call on their Shredded Wheat. In France, apparently, you could take a room by the hour for love, but not here. They had considered asking their Euro MP to demand uniformity.




  Today, his radio had been beautifully unintrusive, the messages all small stuff, none of it on his plate. Now, it was coming up to four o’clock and they would have to get dressed soon so

  Ruth could shop for the tea before going home.




  ‘What do they think you do these afternoons?’ she asked. ‘Just dropping out of view for hours. Nobody ever asks questions? Someone of your rank carrying a handset when

  there’s no operation – that’s not normal, surely?’




  ‘I have to. I use an ancient car – better cover but no radio in it.’




  Who knew what they thought? They were police, so they probably thought the worst and had it right. What they thought did not matter unless it reached the ultimate brass, and that hadn’t

  happened yet. As far as he knew it hadn’t.




  ‘This is love talk?’ he protested, drawing her to him.




  ‘That’s what I like with you, you do talk about it.’




  ‘Half the joy.’




  ‘No, not as much as half.’




  ‘No, maybe not.’




  She moved her legs for him. ‘Oh, no, nothing like half,’ she muttered, and then for a while they did not talk and it seemed no loss at all.




  The radio did, though, and spoke his name. For these summit seconds he gave it the big ignoral. Her legs and arms had tightened on him and their mouths held each other’s. For all the nick

  knew he could be deep into some tricky bit of surveillance, his radio switched off for silence.




  ‘What would I do without you?’ he said, not to the radio.




  ‘Give better attention to your career?’




  He climbed out of bed and answered. Could he look at an incident at the King Richard Hotel, the girl asked.




  ‘What’s the nature?’




  ‘To be notified by the officer already present, sir.’




  Ruth was dressing swiftly on the other side of the bed.




  ‘It’s A priority, sir.’




  That was some new jargon Iles had introduced as soon as he moved in as number two, meaning drop everything and get there. Harpur, too, began to dress. If they feared putting details over the air

  it was something dark.




  Seated on a pink wooden chair in her jeans and jumper, Ruth laced up a pair of training shoes. ‘What a great life you have, don’t you, Colin?’ she said, grinning. ‘First

  some love, then, right on cue, a helping of urgent work, something to make you feel needed again.’




  And she meant it. There was no sarcasm.




  ‘I’d rather we could stay,’ he replied.




  She looked disbelieving. From the first time he had spoken to her months ago, when she was a wife not a widow, he had seen she was very bright. They kissed and went out separately into the

  struggling sunshine of an English March. Always when he left her after these meetings he feared it could be the last, dreaded that she might lose patience with the scruffy rooms, the secretiveness,

  the hurry, the fact that he always went home to Megan. Each time Ruth turned up was a bonus.




  Less than half an hour later he was in another hotel bedroom, a more chic sort of place altogether: thick, warm carpet, television, green tiled bathroom en suite. Nice

  coloured prints of historical battles decorated the walls, as part of the King Richard theme. Long lace curtains fluttered in a small early Spring breeze through the half-open window.




  Perhaps, at just the time he had been with Ruth on the other side of the town, this room, too, had been secretly in use. A mousy-haired girl of about thirteen lay unclothed on top of the

  bed’s turquoise coverlet, her eyes closed as if in sleep, but not in sleep. Her face and neck were deeply scratched and bruised and the angle of her head on the brilliant white pillow seemed

  all wrong. One of her baby breasts had been torn as if by teeth and there was blood on the coverlet under her haunches. Harpur paused just inside the door. A middle-aged man was unrolling a plastic

  walk-way across the carpet and Harpur waited until he had finished.




  ‘We can’t cover her until pix, sir.’




  ‘Has he broken her neck?’




  ‘We think so. The doc’s coming.’ Hubert Scott, long-time a detective sergeant, must have seen these things before, but looked dazed by grief or anger or both and his voice for

  the moment had grown high and tense. ‘I gather the Assistant Chief is on his way. He was on the other side of the patch when the first call came.’




  ‘What have we got?’




  ‘Little, so far. A dozen men looking. Road blocks. We’re finding out what we can from staff and other guests.’




  ‘He actually brought her here, booked in? Reception saw him, then?’ It was beyond belief. Even in the presence of the body he felt almost elated. This could be the first description

  they’d ever had. Christ, the Lolita Man had started acting like that first Lolita man in the book, visiting hotels with his little bird. This little bird was called Fiona.




  ‘That’s not how it was,’ Scott replied.




  Yes, beyond belief.




  ‘The girl and her parents are guests here, sir. They’re out for the afternoon at a golf do. The girl stayed alone. It’s a motel, the biggest in this part of England, guests

  buzzing about all the time, coming and going, even in March. There are chalets and bungalows as well as this main building. Nobody knows anybody. Entry’s a doddle, and escape.’




  ‘So it could all have been over in half an hour?’




  ‘Easily. It’s not like the others. Then he held the girls, what, two days, three? Might not even be the same bloke.’




  ‘Jesus, don’t say that. Yes, it has to be the same – age of the kid, method of killing, the kind of rape. We’ll hear if this one was incompetent, too. But we can vary how

  he works. We thought we knew him properly. We don’t.’




  The photo crew arrived and Scott busied himself keeping them on the plastic so they would disturb no soil fragments left on the carpet.




  ‘Who found her?’ Harpur asked. ‘Did the parents come back?’




  ‘They don’t know yet. We’re looking for them.’




  ‘God.’




  ‘A maid brought Fiona’s tea just before 4 p.m. The parents had left instructions. It’s here.’ A tray with a slopped glass of Coca Cola and an éclair on it stood on

  a small table. The maid had done damn well not to spill more when she opened the door on this.




  ‘Vehicle?’




  ‘We haven’t identified that, though we’re working on it, of course.’




  ‘So, what instructions to the roadblocks?’




  Scott nodded, admitting the hopelessness of it. ‘Just general, sir. They’re to look for anything out of the ordinary. He could be marked about the face.’




  Harpur examined her nails for hair or skin. The hands were still warm.




  Iles entered very softly. ‘A bit out of the pattern, Colin?’




  ‘In some respects, sir. Yes, it’s a shock.’




  ‘But we’ll have the bastard this time, for sure. Good God, he’s put himself on show. This is not some bloody back lane or field, like the others. It’s a major English

  hotel.’




  ‘That’s what I thought, sir.’




  ‘There you are then, it must be right. March has always been my lucky month.’ The Assistant Chief stood over the child. ‘Poor, poor wee one. She would never have been a beauty,

  but what does that matter? Such a risk, to have a girl child. Always has been. Think of Eva Braun. Nothing’s going to change it and not us for certain, even if we are computerized.’ He

  bent down towards her, almost touched her scored cheek with his own. ‘Never mind, Fiona, it’s past now.’ He straightened. ‘This makes five.’




  ‘Three on our ground, sir, two on theirs. We’re virtually at the boundary of our patch here. The King Richard is just inside.’




  Iles’s voice changed to a low snarl, meant only for Harpur. ‘That great gulf between them and us. When we have this character we’ll do it on our own, Col – make those

  sods over in the county look the thicks they are. Yes, this – this bugger is ours. Look, Col, we’ll pick up a stack of leads but we give nothing to those county twats. Well, of course

  not. This guy is unique, isn’t he? All the sexologists tell us rapists hardly ever kill. Oh, I know there’s the Boston Strangler and that joker who got among the Chicago nurses, but

  it’s rare and especially in rapists of kids. We’ll be in the textbooks. So why should we let them in from the county? Would they put anything our way?’ His voice had come back to

  normal volume.




  The photographer finished at the bed and Iles helped Hubert Scott reverently cover the body. ‘I ask you, would they put anything our way, Col?’




  ‘Possibly nothing beyond the basics, sir.’




  ‘What do you think, Hubert?’




  ‘They’d give us nothing, sir.’




  ‘You’re dead right. I like someone who says clearly what he means.’




  Harpur prowled the room.




  ‘Desire, what a dynamo, though, Col,’ Iles said. ‘Think how much simpler and calmer it would make everything if jerking off was really all it’s cracked up to be by the

  theorists. Get all that pushy semen safe into hankies. Now, I lay me. Instead, this. All those future years of hair lacquer and telly viewing obliterated.’




  Scott had brought scene-of-crime plastic bags with him and started gathering fragments of mud from the carpet. They might come from the Lolita Man and they might tell a tale. Iles watched

  approvingly. These two were very close, and Harpur had an idea they belonged to the same Lodge. Scott was something big and colourful in the Brotherhood, now and then getting his name in the

  Daily Telegraph.




  ‘Only child?’ Iles asked.




  ‘I don’t think we know,’ Scott replied. ‘She was the only one staying with them.’




  ‘God, I hope she’s not,’ Iles said. ‘Who’s informing the parents? Please tell me it’s not some heavy, stinking of Jack Daniels.’




  ‘One of the girls, sir,’ Scott replied.




  ‘Fine. I’ll see them myself as soon as they arrive and try to talk them out of looking at the body yet. A memory like that could stick for ever, wreck a mind. Tell me I can promise

  them we’ll nail him, Col.’




  ‘Of course, sir.’




  ‘Thank you, thank you. This is so much the worst part of our job, isn’t it – to witness the misery of parents? The slightest comfort one can offer is worthwhile, and

  occasionally the assurance of retribution can help. And, Col, when you say we can do it, we can do it, can’t we, without the least aid from that Mick-led troupe in the county?’ He was

  whispering again.




  ‘Do you think that might be important to the parents, sir? Won’t they simply want this man caught, no matter how?’




  Iles went back to the bed and with immense gentleness uncovered Fiona’s face again, as if to read her own wishes there. ‘You might have something, Col, I must admit. But let me put

  it this way for you, shall I? There is, after all, a balanced way of looking at all these problems.’ He paused to choose his words. Several times Harpur had heard Iles say he prized reason

  and careful argument. ‘Simply, Col, I won’t have that glib band from next door getting in on any of the good stuff we unearth, is that clear? We ask that swarm for nothing, we give them

  nothing. As a matter of fact, I’m thinking of proposing that as the new motto of the Force – ditch all the Latin crap about fidelitas. Bloody profs call their dogs

  that.’




  ‘The point is, sir, they might already have a lot on this man from their own incidents. It could speed things and speed is important. We might lose more kids.’




  ‘We take nothing from them. The child herself wouldn’t wish it, I sense that. We’ll have all this sewn up by Easter – in fact by the end of March. The Chief will want it

  finished before he retires.’




  A woman sergeant approached and said the parents had arrived. ‘They would like to see their daughter, sir. They’ve been told the whole thing.’




  Iles replaced the cover with the same tenderness as before. ‘Take me down to them, Sergeant, would you please? They must do whatever they wish, of course, but let me talk to them first.

  I’ll tell them that Fiona deserves nothing but the best this Force can offer, and it will be forthcoming.’




  





  Chapter Two




  

    

      11 June




      I bought this lovely diary with green leather covers yesterday with money I had from Mummy and Daddy for my fourteenth birthday, which was on 9 June, a quite important

      birthday for a girl. It will be a very, very secret diary, not humorous like Adrian Mole but to do with life.




      This book must know first there is a wonderful he in my life. The wonderful he has been in my life for four days, since 7 June, I shall never forget that date. Wonderful 7 June. Today he was

      there again. He has dark, dark eyes that look at me. His car is a blue Lagonda with white wheels and leather straps around the bonnet, which is long. He sits at the wheel and watches me. The

      number plate is a special one, DE1. I do not yet know his name so I shall call him Mr Dark Eyes, which fits these letters and is also like his eyes.




      I do not think he smokes. His hair is dark and not too long but long enough and his sun tan is deep but not from a lamp. I think he has been abroad, such as Morocco or Naples or some other

      city, not on a Thomson but carrying out some particular vital mission or looking after various properties of his. The window of his motor is open and he lets his arm lie outside with no rings

      on his hand. I see him in different places, always in his blue Lagonda with some of his dark hair hanging over his forehead. I am so pleased if he does not smoke, owing to lung cancer and

      people’s breath.




      

        14 June


      




      He, my wonderful he, or Dark Eyes as I call him, came again today. His car is changed. Now it is a blue Ferrari, ashine and full of power, I am sure, with its spare wheel

      strapped on the back. This one is DE2. Wonderful he was not changed, though. Still he watches me, his dark hair hanging over his forehead attractively. Our eyes meet in a silent contact. Always

      I make sure to be alone, hoping I shall see him, and I tell nobody about him, not so far. It is our wonderful secret. One day he will speak to me and I shall tell him that my name is Cheryl-Ann

      and also tell him that I admire Lagondas and Ferraris so much. Thereupon he will speak his own name and I will say, No, you are called Dark Eyes. He will smile and say, Very well, Cheryl-Ann.

      He has wonderful teeth, not too big. I hate those big ten-commandment teeth. Good night, wonderful Mr Dark Eyes. Remember 7 June is OUR wonderful day.




      

        18 June


      




      I do not know how tall wonderful he is for always he is seated at the wheel of his powerful motor. But I think he is tall, not too tall like a sick stick, but no high-rise

      shoes. It is a different car today, an Aston Martin of deepest blue and the registration is DE3. Personal numbers like these are extremely expensive so it is clear he is extremely rich. I think

      I like the Aston Martin best of all. I do not know why he has chosen me from among so many for there are lots of girls for him to look at. One day I shall be able to ask him why he chose me and

      he will say he is more myself than I am. He’s always, always in my mind: not as a pleasure, any more than I am always a pleasure to myself, but as my own being.




      No moustache or beard adorns his face and I’m sad about this for these adornments give a man a strong look sometimes, though not always. But wonderful he does not look weak, I

      don’t mean that. Yet one day when we speak I shall mention to him a moustache and beard saying how they would go so well with his dark eyes. What does he like best about me? I have

      wondered a great deal about this. Is it my creamy skin or my hair, so yellow and fine? It is well known that opposite kinds of people attract each other, as in an extremely famous play by

      William Shakespeare called Othello, which ends in what is known as tragedy for the girl and everybody. The black man is tricked into killing her, it is not his real will, he loves her

      because she is so beautiful and fair. Her death brings what is known as catharsis but it is sad all the same.




      Perhaps wonderful he also likes the very light blue colour of my eyes, I do not think he has ever seen my wonderful smile.




      

        19 June


      




      Joy lives in me and my heart flies. Once more today our eyes met in silent contact. It would be such a terrible day if he did not arrive. Today he was wearing his grey

      leather jacket, soft, thick leather, so expensive. Perhaps the jacket is a bomber, I cannot tell because he is seated in the blue Aston Martin. His shoulders in the jacket look so wide and

      strong and his arms seem very powerful. I think he must be on weights. Now I think that perhaps he does smoke, there is a stain on his fingers, and this is very sad indeed.




      His shirt is silk, I think, with a nice small collar and I could see the edge of the sleeves of the shirt under the cuffs of his grey leather jacket. I like this effect. I think he knows

      about colours and what are the best colours together. It is not too shiny or new, the jacket. I hate new leather that shines, but it is not old or shabby either, he is too prosperous for

      that.


    


  




  





  Chapter Three




  ‘My God,’ Megan snarled quietly, ‘it’s time this annual farce was scrapped. All chums together – like hell.’




  ‘It can be useful,’ Harpur said.




  ‘An imperial pain.’




  He gazed around the large room. Perhaps his wife had it right: the smell of bogus comradeship could grow very ripe at these joint gatherings of the two Forces. But a midsummer day’s

  cricket match and après-game party at the club had been in the calendar from before the Bow Street Runners, and now and then it might do a bit of good. Not oftener and not more, but that was

  something.




  The Chief ended his little speech as this year’s host. ‘And although we may have expressed our traditional healthy rivalry through cricket today, I want to say now that the working

  harmony and co-operation between us and the county have never been greater, never more fruitful. I would like to offer a special word of thanks to my opposite number, Vince Ethan, and his admirable

  deputy, Mark Lane. Working together, as ever, we’ll bring this terrible Lolita case to an end, I know it. We must. It will probably not surprise you to learn that, although I had intended to

  bring my retirement forward to next month I have decided, with Home Office accord, that I cannot go until we have cleared this matter. I would not be able to rest. When I leave this job I hope to

  pass on to my successor a healthy community, not one poisoned by a ghastly, perverse monster.’




  Barton resumed his seat, smiling modestly through the cigar smoke, head back in a fine attempt at pride and resolution. He looked pretty bad, but there had been many times since the Lolita Man

  started when Harpur had seen him worse.




  Vincent Ethan and Lane led the applause and Iles shouted a few hear hears and a bravo.




  ‘I’d really like to go home now,’ Megan said.




  ‘We can’t. Not yet. Please, love.’




  People were leaving their tables and beginning to circulate. A woman Megan seemed to know pretty well began talking to her, thank God, and that crisis passed. Megan had never shown much patience

  with police politics.




  On his way to congratulate Barton, Iles touched Harpur’s sleeve. ‘Have you had a good look at those two, Col?’ he asked, pointing his thumb, low down, at Ethan and Lane.

  ‘Talk about fucking crud. I’ve been fraternizing.’ He put his mouth close to Harpur’s ear. ‘Look, they’re on to something big, I know the bastards

  are.’




  ‘About the Lolita Man?’




  ‘What else? They play baffled – of course they do, but I reckon they could pounce any day. It’s in their damn voices. They’re going to make a glorious, triumphant show

  out of this and leave us wiping shit off our faces.’




  ‘Sometimes I feel I don’t care who gets him, as long as he’s out of the way. I don’t want to see any more kids’ corpses.’




  Iles looked enraged but said: ‘That’s certainly a viable point of view, Col. You bring a fair and open mind to things – admirable. And such sensitivity. Would you consider

  thinking of it this way, though: if they do it, that bit of dandruff, Lane, could probably walk into Barton’s job when he goes. Lane is i/c Operations over in the Papal State, my equivalent.

  All the credit would come to him. They’d canonize the sod. Our Police Authority has been pretty sensible on the whole but even they couldn’t ignore that kind of achievement.’




  ‘I’d heard he could be a contender.’




  ‘Bully for you. We’d all heard, but he’s talking as if the thing is cut and dried. So is Big Arse, his wife.’




  ‘He might not be too bad.’




  ‘Are you drunk or mad?’ Iles replied. ‘Ah, Mrs Harpur, how radiant you look. These are banal occasions, yet you maintain a splendid cheerfulness and good humour.’ He

  moved away.




  Megan beckoned Harpur. ‘Darling, I’ve something for your comfort. Sybil here was saying the girl murders seem to make absolutely no impact on the mind of her own fourteen-year-old

  daughter, or her friends.’




  ‘Good. Our kids are the same.’




  ‘You know Sybil, don’t you? Sybil Day. Her husband’s firm does the catering here – all your big functions.’




  ‘Mr Barton always invites us. We have to taste the food first! It’s true what Megan says. All my daughter is concerned about is, first, flash cars – always on to us to get a

  Lagonda or a Ferrari or an Aston, some hope – and, second, her school exams, Othello, Wuthering Heights, et cetera. I honestly believe that those steamy stories are more real to her

  than anything that happens around here. We get the quotes from breakfast to bedtime. It’s giving me an education myself. How’s this for a bit of Brontë?’ She was a small,

  thin, even frail woman but made her voice large now as she switched to high passion. ‘ “He is more myself than I am. He’s always, always in my mind, not as a pleasure, any more

  than I am always a pleasure to myself, but as my own being.” ’




  ‘Top marks,’ Harpur declared.




  Ruth Avery was here tonight, looking great. Barton liked to do all he could to brighten her life since the torture and murder of her husband by a bank gang. That was a long time ago now, but the

  horror of it stayed fresh. Harpur knew nobody better than the Chief for human touches. His authentic soft centre was one reason these kid cases hit him so badly, and one reason he had grown weak:

  Iles, with all that uncanny vigour and cleverness, was getting beyond his control.




  They were persuading Barton to the piano now, so he and his wife could do their yearly programme of Victorian songs. ‘The Lambeth Walk’, performed in gross, lampoon cockney, with

  everyone dancing and picking up the chorus, was always the climax. Barton hated London, especially its police, because of something far back in his career. Occasionally, Iles tried to unearth what

  it was, through friends in the Met.




  Megan and Sybil edged away. ‘We’ll go and chat to Mrs Iles,’ Megan said. ‘She looks neglected, poor duck.’




  Was it really such a good thing that Sybil Day’s daughter and her friends showed no anxiety about the Lolita Man? Sometimes Harpur wished girls would worry more, and take more care.

  Obviously, nobody wanted these kids to become neurotic, scared of leaving the house. But the Lolita Man had been quiet for a long time now, and Harpur dreaded that he might make another move

  soon.




  Iles was talking and laughing with Ethan and Lane and their wives. Christ, the ACC might have read things accurately: Ethan and Lane did looked pleased with themselves, as if about to score.

  They might be sitting on something. Iles had exceptional antennae. At the moment, he seemed to be giving deep and respectful attention to Lane, who was apparently demonstrating a point about spin

  bowling. Iles had gone in at number six this afternoon and made seventy-eight not out, in his elegant and carefree way, beating them more or less on his own. His dinner jacket fitted to that neat,

  high-flier’s physique like an envelope around a hearty cheque. In a while Iles put an arm on Lane’s shoulder and the five of them made for the bar like long-time friends.




  The singing boomed. To avoid it, Harpur crossed the room and went out on to the club terrace. It was eleven o’clock but still passably light and he made out the flags on top of the King

  Richard Hotel, and alongside it the gleam of motorway surface which could have carried the Lolita Man miles clear in either direction as soon as it was over with Fiona, the plain little kid, more

  than three months ago, in March. A dozen competing descriptions of what he might look like had come from the hotel and ten colours between black and yellow for his possible car, if he had one.
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