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  ››› 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




  ‘DO you think I shall be all right in my dark blue suit?’ Mr. Pinty asked his wife.




  They were having breakfast and Mrs. Pinty was at that moment more interested in her paper than her husband’s dark blue suit. Seeing to his breakfast and snatching some for herself before

  starting on the daily housewife’s round usually gave her no time for looking at newspapers. Only those with cooks and parlourmaids and no shopping problems could enjoy that breakfast luxury.

  But on this particular morning, there was a break in routine and Mr. Pinty wasn’t leaving the house until half an hour after his usual time. So it was that Mrs. Pinty, waiting for him to come

  down to his plate of porridge and two dubious-looking sausages, had picked up the Morning Echo and soon become engrossed in an intimate account of the love life of an Eastern potentate who

  had apparently left five wives in Asia to come and plight his oriental troth with a Midland beauty queen whose picture had somehow found its way into one of his palaces. The picture hadn’t

  shown, and the roving-eyed potentate wasn’t to know, that the lady had chronic adenoids and was the only contestant.




  ‘It’s awfully shiny at the elbows’, continued Mr. Pinty. His wife sighed and tore her gaze from the paper.




  ‘It’s your best and I don’t see that anyone is going to look at your elbows.’ This was a more than reasonable reply when none was really required.




  It was about a week before that John Pinty had received a summons to attend the Central Criminal Court as a juror. Since then he had lived in a gentle hum of excitement and his wife had several

  times reflected that a summons from the Archangel Gabriel himself could not have given him more to fuss about. There was absolutely no doubt that he glowed with righteous pride at the prospect of

  his forthcoming duties, and Mrs. Pinty had on several evenings had to listen to disquisitions on the rights and privileges of citizenship in a parliamentary democracy.




  John Pinty was middle-aged, and stood about five foot six inches in his socks. He wore thick-lens spectacles with austere gold rims and he parted his hair which was dark, carefully in the

  middle, the two front bits on each side of the parting giving the appearance of tidy bay windows. What he had, he had fought for. He had no social background and no inherited wealth, but he had

  been the faithful servant of the same firm for over twenty-five years and now (he had recently attained his two score years and ten) he owned a modest but pleasant house in one of the many new

  roads out Edgware way. He also had a television set and a 1937 Austin 10 which knew the Southend road by heart. Malcolm, who was fourteen, was doing well at a nearby Grammar School, and Cynthia,

  who was five years older, was training to be a nurse, but looked like getting married long before that aim was achieved.




  At the office Mr. Pinty had not referred to his coming jury duties after the first day, when much to his annoyance young Barnes, the new junior clerk, had shown him up as not knowing that the

  Central Criminal Court was the correct name of the building more commonly called the Old Bailey.




  Later he had gone in to see Mr. Packer who was the partner who dealt with staff matters, to ask him about taking time off. Mr. Pinty had been considerably exercised in his own mind about whether

  to ask Mr. Packer if this would be all right or whether simply to tell him politely that he wouldn’t be in the office that day as Her Majesty required him on other business. In the end he had

  decided that it would be more prudent to approach Mr. Packer as senior clerk in Ripson, Morley, Packer and Co., than as a privileged citizen now summoned to try the several issues joined between

  his Sovereign Lady the Queen and the prisoner at the bar.




  ‘Good morning, Mr. Packer.’




  Mr. Packer looked up from his desk and nodded.




  ‘Good morning, Pinty, what can I do for you?’




  ‘Mr. Packer, I’ve had a summons to serve as a juror at the Old Bailey next week. Will it be in order for me to be away from the office?’




  Mr. Packer smiled. ‘You’ll have to pay a whacking great fine if you don’t turn up there.’




  This was not of course strictly true, but Mr. Packer could never resist making gentle jabs at Mr. Pinty’s slight suburban pomposity. The former had known security all his life but it was

  the latter who would fight to his last breath to keep the little security with which he had so diligently walled himself about. Mr. Packer continued:




  ‘I was on a jury just before the war. For three days we sat about in draughty corridors and grew corns on our backsides, and then for the next three we tried a dreary commonplace little

  man’ (not unlike you, Pinty, he’d almost said) ‘who’d defrauded his mother-in-law of her Post-Office savings. She was a grim looking old bird and so we added a

  recommendation to mercy and the chap only got six months.’




  Mr. Pinty smiled, not because he was particularly amused, but because Mr. Packer was a partner; and a clerk, albeit the senior one, is always respectful to partners; for after all he knew his

  hard-won security was not impregnable.




  And now the great day had arrived and Mr. Pinty had put on his best suit and was fussing about his shiny elbows. For that matter the carpet was worn too, and the chair covers were so faded that

  the pattern was no longer discernible. With prices what they are, you couldn’t have everything new on £500 a year. But Mrs. Pinty, who was really very fond of her husband, forbore to

  point this out. Theirs was a contented and uneventful life, but she sometimes looked at him and reflected how little she really knew him. She supposed it would always be so, and that there were

  probably hundreds and thousands of other ordinary wives who felt the same way about their ordinary husbands. She felt it was probably largely her fault in that she had always accepted his face

  value and never made any effort to pry into his mind or his background. He had proposed to her over his shoulder on a tandem ride, she had accepted him and they had then ridden on for another two

  miles before dismounting and having their sandwiches. This unromantic start had set the tenor to their whole married life.




  ‘Do you know what case you’ll be on? Isn’t that Tarrant murder starting to-day?’




  Mr. Pinty looked momentarily startled.




  ‘I’m not sure I’d like a murder case—but I suppose it’s better than someone who has defrauded his mother-in-law’, he said, recalling Mr. Packer’s

  experiences.




  His wife helped him into his greatcoat, handed him his gloves and watched him step out into the gloom of a November morning. But Mr. Pinty didn’t notice the cold, and Mr. Packer, had he

  been there, would hardly have recognized his senior clerk. He hadn’t exactly changed physically overnight, but there was a thoughtful smile about his mouth which wasn’t usually there.

  Yes, it would be interesting if he was one of the jurors in the Tarrant trial—very interesting in fact, mused Mr. Pinty.




  A ten-minute walk brought him to the tube station where he became anonymous in a jostling crowd of hundreds of other Mr. Pintys, all bound for their offices and a day of unremitting routine toil

  midst the files and ledgers which help to make the business world go round.










  Chapter Two




  MR. PINTY arrived at the Old Bailey much too early and, after first being told that the queue for the public gallery was outside

  and round the corner, was directed to sit on a hard seat in a draughty corridor outside the Court. Having left his paper in the tube, he had nothing to do but survey his surroundings.




  After a time, various people started to move up and down the corridor. Important looking barristers wearing preoccupied looks mounted the stairs and disappeared from view only to return shortly

  after disguised in wig and gown. Mr. Pinty amused himself seeing whether he was able to recognize them again when they reappeared after exchanging bowler hats for wigs.




  A pale-faced young woman sat down beside him. She wore a shabby coat over a cheap cotton dress and the cold added to the pinched look of anxiety on her face. With her was a small girl who

  snivelled continuously and who had successfully covered her face with crumbs from the unappetizing-looking rock bun which she desperately clutched in one of her dirty little hands. Mr. Pinty was

  just reflecting that she was hardly proper company for a juror when the woman turned to him and spoke in a harsh bitter voice.




  ‘Joe’s going to get a packet from that old bastard this morning and it weren’t his fault.’




  Mr. Pinty was so flustered by this observation that he could think of nothing more suitable to say than a polite, ‘Oh—really?’




  ‘Yes, there ain’t no justice in this ruddy building. And what do they think I’m going to do with Joe inside?’




  By this time the benches, where they were sitting, were full and Mr. Pinty’s anxious glances for alternative accommodation only confirmed his inescapable plight.




  ‘What you up ’ere for?’ went on the woman, oblivious of Mr. Pinty’s embarrassment.




  ‘I’m a juror.’




  This announcement brought him a look of such contemptuous distaste that he was infinitely relieved when, at that moment, a tall thin policeman shouted out: ‘Jurors Number One Court, this

  way please.’




  Mr. Pinty positively leapt from his seat and was first to reach the officer. The latter led them into Court and told them to sit in some seats at the back of the dock. This time, he found

  himself sitting next to a middle-aged female who looked rather like a South American parrot. She was dressed in bright forest green, and brightly coloured feathers adorned her felt hat. She had a

  pair of gold-rimmed lorgnettes which were in constant use as she scrutinized the increased comings and goings in the Court. She turned to Mr. Pinty and in a rich hoarse voice spoke to him.




  ‘I hear we’re going to try the Tarrant case—you know, the man who shot that poor young policeman.’




  ‘Oh yes?’ replied Mr. Pinty, trying to sound both interested and intelligent.




  By now, the Court was filling up. The public gallery, high up on the right, had been packed as soon as the doors opened. In the seats beneath it sat smartly-dressed women and their

  prosperous-looking male escorts. Young barristers in very white wigs came in in pairs and tried to look as if they’d snatched time from their own busy practices to come and lend a hand.




  Mr. Pinty’s companion was about to speak to him again when the Clerk of the Court, a rather lugubrious-looking man, who wore pince-nez and had a deep but gloomy voice called out,

  ‘Will the members of the jury in waiting please come into the jury box as I call out their names.’




  He picked a card from the wooden box in front of him. ‘Mr. John Pinty. Is Mr. Pinty there?’ he asked petulantly when there was no immediate response. He was, but was so startled at being called first he hadn’t moved. It was the first time he had ever been ahead of his fellow creatures in anything since at the age of eight he was given a prize for good attendance at

  Sunday School.




  Five others then trooped after him and together they filled the front row of the jury box.




  ‘Miss Eugenie Victoria Fenwick-Blunt’, called the clerk, and the parrot woman came into the box and sat down in the second row directly behind Mr. Pinty, who was now tormented by the

  recollection that it was usually the juror in his seat who acted as foreman. He was almost sure that it was always the person who sat nearest the judge in the front row and that was certainly where

  he was now sitting. By this time everyone was in his place. Besides Miss Fenwick-Blunt there was only one other woman on the jury. She was a pretty girl who was in the back row to the obvious

  delight of the young man who sat next to her. An unusual place for a budding romance but, after all, love recognizes no limits and an impish cupid might rightly class it as one of his better

  efforts to make a match between two jurors in a murder trial.




  Just below Mr. Pinty in a little box by himself sat Inspector Robert MacBruce. With two rows of medals on his chest and a massive frame, he looked as if he were planted in his seat for life.

  MacBruce was a dour Scot who had come to London as a young man and joined the Metropolitan Force. He was not particularly popular either with his brother inspectors or with those who had to serve

  under him. As he sat waiting for the judge to come in, he recalled the first (and last) time he had met William Edgar Tarrant. No, he for one was not sorry to see him on trial for murder, and if,

  as was generally expected, Tarrant was convicted, then equally MacBruce would not be amongst his mourners on the day of his execution.




  But, like everyone else, MacBruce was surprised that Tarrant had landed himself in murder. That wasn’t his line of country at all. In his several earlier exploits, which had resulted in

  the police laying a heavy hand on his shoulder, he had never been known to carry arms. It was with silvery cultured words and an old school tie that he separated women with more money than sense

  from their possessions, not with a revolver. It was all done charmingly over a cocktail at Lady Mink’s; during the first interval of Aida at Covent Garden; or once during the final set

  of the men’s singles at Wimbledon. The victims on many occasions had been quite annoyed at the inartistic intervention of the police, and many months after when Tarrant was once more locked

  up, they had sighed with the pleasurable memory of it all.




  The Inspector cast his gaze along the two back rows of seats behind counsel (where Mr. Pinty had seen the smart folk go) and reflected that several of the fashionable women who sat there would

  still probably grasp the chance of being cheated so enchantingly if they could have it. Thus went MacBruce’s thoughts on this November morning as he sat waiting in his little box. The girl

  who had just come in with the rather ordinary looking man, attracted his eye. She looked fresh and pretty and the Inspector idly wondered who she was.




  Thank heavens she’s come at last, thought Jakes Hartman, the shorthand writer, as he sat in his little box beneath the witness box and watched her sit down and look around. Jakes had first

  seen Maisie Jenks at a tennis club dance a few weeks before, where she had been the bored member of a large party which her slightly older brother Ronald had got up. Jakes had taken an immediate

  liking to Maisie whom he’d met by cheating in a Paul Jones, and at the same time a strong dislike to her brother Ronald whom he regarded as a young rip. In this judgment he wasn’t far

  wrong, as Ronald Jenks was one of those young men who thought highly of themselves and caused their parents considerable anxiety by their complete lack of stability. Before the dance was over Jakes

  knew he was in love with Maisie, but since then progress had been slow and thus he had leapt at the chance of doing her this favour.




  She had mentioned that she and her father particularly wanted to get in to the Tarrant trial as she had known him very slightly in the past. Jakes understood that Tarrant had once made a vague

  pass at her, and she couldn’t stand him, and he, Jakes, was content to see him swing for this reason alone. They had always wanted to attend a murder trial, and it made it undeniably more

  interesting if you knew something of the person concerned.




  Accordingly Jakes had been delighted when Maisie asked him if he could get them into Court, and had immediately said that of course he could. He had then set about wondering how to do it, and

  felt it was essential to his reputation they should sit in the best seats. Finally it had all been arranged and he had phoned Maisie to tell her what time to arrive and to be sure not to be late.

  And now here she and her father were arriving only a moment or so before the judge took his seat, and at least a quarter of an hour after he had told them to be there. Still, Maisie looked

  adorable. She had on a pale blue coat and hat which went well with her curly fair hair and fresh complexion—or so Jakes Hartman thought. But then his state was such that he would probably

  have thought she looked equally attractive in gym kit and a straw boater. He glanced at Mr. Jenks and was surprised that he had such an attractive daughter. He was of less than average height, had

  dark hair parted in the middle and was in fact a very ordinary looking little man. This was the first time that Jakes had seen him although Maisie had once or twice vaguely said that she must

  introduce him.




  Having settled herself in her seat, Maisie gazed around the Court. To Jakes, sitting at his funny little desk between the Clerk of the Court and the witness box, she flashed a friendly smile.

  Directly opposite to where she was sitting was the jury box, now filled with twelve slightly nervous people. Certainly the poor little man with the thick gold-rimmed spectacles, who was sitting in

  the foreman’s seat, looked thoroughly ill at ease. Immediately in front of the jury box Maisie noted the cramped but crowded press box and on the far right of them in his little cubby hole

  beneath the foreman sat Inspector MacBruce. All that separated him from Jakes Hartman were the four narrow steps which led up to the witness box.




  At the big table in the well of the Court sat several men who were busy turning the leaves of files, or sorting out documents which were piled before them. These were the police officers and

  solicitors, and the table at which they sat stretched from the Clerk of the Court’s desk to within two feet of the gigantic dock which completely filled the centre of the Court. Behind it

  were some tiered seats which were now packed with people who’d managed to gain admittance to the court.




  The row of seats between where Maisie and her father were sitting and the big solid table in the well of the Court were filled with bewigged barristers. Over Maisie’s head projected the

  public gallery. Those in its front row had been queueing since the early hours of the morning, and they now gazed down upon the animated scene below: the great empty dock and the line of big heavy

  leather chairs which faced it and in one of which the Judge would shortly be taking his seat. Behind the centre seat, the City sword glistened against the wall. All this, Maisie’s eye took in

  as she gazed about her. She was sorry that the barristers had their backs to her and that she was unable to study their faces.




  Mr. Pinty, however, from his seat in the front row of the jury could and did study them. The one on the left of the front row, whom he presumed was for the prosecution, was a short spare man

  with very blue eyes and a nice smile. The one at the other end was the complete opposite. He was large and bulky, and he had a red face which in repose looked particularly unintelligent. His wig

  was dirty and the curls looked as though they might drop off if he shook his head. From time to time he dropped his spectacles to the end of his nose and spoke in a very audible whisper to the

  earnest young man next to him who was his junior in the case. One of his comments to the effect that the jury looked a ‘pretty average stupid bunch’ was almost sufficient to convict

  Tarrant before he ever got into the dock.




  Jakes Hartman had listened to Alan Sands, the prosecuting counsel who held the appointment of first Senior Treasury Counsel at the Central Criminal Court, in innumerable murder cases. He was

  calm and logical, had a clear voice and never said an unnecessary word. For these last two attributes Jakes held him in great esteem. Not so, old Sir Genser Fakeleigh Q.C. (widely known as the Old

  Fake amongst the younger members of the profession). He boomed and boomed, and it usually all added up to nothing. But it all had to be written down, reflected Jakes grimly. He was ponderous only

  to give birth to the ripest platitudes of the day and he had the pomposity of a penguin. In fact, the only difference between them was that penguins were not given to platitudes, and the Old Fake

  didn’t lay eggs, so far as was known.




  Outside in the corridor behind the bench, Alfred Knight, the Judge’s Usher, rapped sharply four times on the door and threw it open. Everyone stood up. An under-sheriff followed by two

  aldermen in blue robes entered and bowed to Mr. Justice Blaney as he passed between them and took his seat. Mr. Justice Blaney was a very ordinary judge, if one may use that epithet in respect of

  any of Her Majesty’s judges. He had none of the little habits or quirks which are so often associated with, and indeed expected of, judges. He had no mannerisms and was completely free of

  pedantry. He had a slightly dry sense of humour and most Counsel enjoyed appearing before him. Although a very ordinary judge, he was far from being an undistinguished one.




  After an usher had intoned in a meaningless voice something about ‘My Lords, the Queen’s Justices’, everyone sat down.




  ‘Put up William Edgar Tarrant’, said the clerk, and into the dock stepped a man of about forty. He had black hair which was well greased and neatly parted. His features were regular

  but lacked strength in the whole, and there was now a certain pouchiness beneath the eyes. It was the confident tread of self-assurance that brought Tarrant to the front of the dock, where he was

  at once conscious of all eyes upon him. The eyes of Judge and Counsel which coolly appraised him and others which tried to look into his very soul to see what thoughts a murderer harboured

  there.




  ‘Not guilty’, he replied to the clerk, a moment later.




  Of course he hadn’t murdered P.C. Daniel Moss on the night of the eleventh September last, but it now looked as if it was going to be a formidable task to persuade a jury of the fact. The

  Crown had assembled a strong case of circumstantial evidence against him. Before the day was out he would know exactly what he had got to face. He hoped it would not be necessary to bring in

  others, but if things went badly for him, then he would have to. After all, it was his life which was at stake, and honour must know some limits. As it was, he was quite surprised at the loyalty he

  had already shown a fellow-thief.




  The jury were now being sworn and Tarrant watched them casually, not that he was likely to want to object to any of them. It amused him to see how practically each of them stumbled over the oath

  and even the apparently educated ones seemed unable to read simple English. As for the first little man, he might have been doing an ill-learned recitation at a school concert. True enough, Mr.

  Pinty had made a fearful mess over it, but he was now sitting back and listening with considerable relief to his colleagues who were little better. People in court had smiled when the parrot female

  behind him attempted to hold the testament and her lorgnettes in the same hand, with the result that she dropped the former and was tersely told by the usher to start all over again. They really

  were rather like a lot of nervous children and the usher, who had known juries for more years than he cared to recall, was an uncompromising taskmaster. These twelve men and women on whom

  Tarrant’s future, indeed his very life, depended, were at that moment quite the most uncomfortable and self-conscious little band of people in London. The irony of the situation was not lost

  on Tarrant, who above all else was a man of the world, and furthermore one who had previously had first-hand opportunities of observing the ways of juries from the self-same position which he now

  occupied.




  ‘Sit now.’




  It was the warder Albert Glindy who accompanied the remark with a nudge, and Tarrant sat down. He and Glindy had seen a lot of each other recently, the latter being one of his constant

  companions and a warder at the prison where he’d been awaiting trial.




  Alan Sands was on his feet now.




  ‘May it please your Lordship, members of the jury, in this case I appear for the Crown with my learned friend Mr. Beech, and the prisoner has the advantage of being defended by my learned

  friends Sir Genser Fakeleigh and Mr. Grange.’




  How the law loves its little formulæ, thought Tarrant, who also had several doubts about the advantage of being defended by Sir Genser. Alan Sands went on:




  ‘On the evening of the eleventh of September, Police Constable Moss was on duty in the Abbey Hill district of north west London, when he noticed two men behaving suspiciously near one of

  the large houses which abound in that part. He watched them for some time and eventually he must have gone up to them to ask them their business. . . . He was immediately shot through the stomach

  by one of the men and . . . both ran off with the blasts of the dying constable’s whistle ringing in their ears . . .’ Yes, that was true enough and Tarrant relived the scene for a few

  moments. ‘. . . envelope found nearby obviously dropped by one of the men as he fled. It was addressed to the prisoner and on the back was drawn a rough sketch which is easily identifiable as

  this particular part of Abbey Hill . . . evidence of a taxi-driver who picked up a man who the Crown say is the prisoner, near Abbey Hill tube station just after midnight . . . murder committed

  eleven forty-five . . . This man was out of breath and had obviously been running . . . prisoner arrested three days later in South London where he was lodging under a false name . . .’
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