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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




  The hamlet of Kingsmead had only recently been enclosed within the boundaries of the great, greedy, growing city, and it was still pleasantly rural. Factories, shops, and

  blocks of flats were scheduled, but as yet not a sod of grass had been lifted.




  However, the tiny village was unfortunate enough to be beside a main road which entered the city from the southeast. The new boundary sign was at the beginning of a bend where the road emerged

  from a wood. The bend looked easy, but it was clearly marked: “Dangerous.” The finding of a wrecked car at this bend was the beginning of happenings which ultimately became a matter of

  concern to police chiefs of two continents.




  Acting upon information received, Constables Hapton and Marsh of the Granchester City Police arrived on the scene at 5:35 of a cloudless Saturday morning in early October. They climbed out of

  their Wolseley patrol car and looked at the wreck without enthusiasm, because they had been on duty all night and had hoped to be able to go home to bed at six o’clock.




  Marsh was a man who seldom grumbled, because he had long since come to the conclusion that when there was no getting out of a job, then it might as well be done as cheerfully as possible. Hapton

  was less experienced, and though normally of a tranquil nature he was still a little inclined to grouse when he was told to do something today when it could perhaps more conveniently be done

  tomorrow.




  Both men ceased to think about unwanted overtime when they saw what make of car it was. “Coo!” said Marsh. “It’s an Aston Martin.”




  At first there did not seem too much wrong with the car, but when they moved round to look at the damage on the near side they saw that it was indeed a ruin. “Five or six thousand quid

  gone for a burton,” Marsh commented.




  “Yes, it looks like a write-off,” Hapton agreed. “I wonder what happened to the driver.”




  “He was lucky if he walked away from a bash-up like this,” his colleague rejoined. He looked at a row of cottages a short distance away. They were the beginning of Kingsmead.




  “Happen somebody in one of those cottages is giving him a cup of tea,” he suggested.




  Temporarily he was the driver of the police car, and it was his duty to stay with it. Hapton knew all about that. He said, “I’ll go and see,” and set off toward the

  cottages.




  As invariably happens to men on Nights, the coming of daylight had banished any tendency to be sleepy. As he walked along, Hapton reflected that this was the best time of day. The air was like

  wine, the sun would be up in a minute or two, and the birds were singing as if it were springtime. “This weather’s got them birds kidded,” he surmised.




  He also reflected that it would not take a man very long to make inquiries at every dwelling in this place. At the farther end of the cottages there was a public telephone kiosk, near to the

  forecourt of an inn. Next to the inn were the premises of the village grocer-and-postmaster. Farther along were two more rows of cottages, and opposite the inn was a small church and a vicarage.

  Except for a small wooden cricket pavilion in the field behind the vicarage, that was the whole of Kingsmead.




  There were seven cottages in the first row, and all but the last one had drawn curtains. Hapton decided to try the last one first. It was right beside the telephone box. A man without the

  necessary threepenny piece to make a call might go to the cottage nearest the box.




  Before he reached the cottage the policeman saw the herald of the day for city dwellers. Rolling sedately from the direction of Granchester was the first double-decked bus of the morning. It

  stopped by the inn and reversed into the forecourt, then emerged to face the way it had come. The driver and conductor alighted and lit cigarettes. They looked curiously at Hapton as he

  approached.




  “Mornin’,” said Hapton.




  “Mornin’,” replied the bus driver. “What’s up? Lost your scooter?”




  Hapton hooked his thumb over his shoulder and said: “Car run off the road back there. Hit a tree or two. Proper mess. Driver seems to have cleared off.”




  The conductor glanced at his watch. “Let’s go and look,” he suggested to his mate.




  They strolled away. Hapton turned away also, and he had his hand on the cottage gate when the door opened. A man emerged, and turned to lock the door behind him. He was short and sturdy, about

  sixty years of age. The suit he wore was old and soiled, and so was his cloth cap.




  Hapton waited for him. “Mornin’, dad,” he said. “You’re up early.”




  “Aye. I catch first bus every mornin’ bar Sunday. Got to be at me work by a quarter past six.”




  “You’re a timekeeper or summat?”




  “Aye.”




  “What time do you get up?”




  “A quarter to five. I like to have time for a good breakfast.”




  “Did you hear any bangin’ an’ crashin’ this mornin’?”




  “Aye.”




  “See anybody knockin’ about?”




  “Aye.”




  Hapton brought out his official notebook. “Tell us about it,” he suggested.




  “I heard a proper clatter while it were still dark. It must-a woke me up. I put light on an’ looked at clock. It were just turned half past four. I put light out an’ laid

  there, but I couldn’t get back to sleep. So about twenty-to I got up an’ turned me alarm off, an’ looked out o’t’winder to see what mornin’ were like. There were

  a man in telephone box, telephonin’. Well, I didn’t see as I had time to stand there watchin’ him, so that’s all I can tell you.”




  “You didn’t see or hear aught else?”




  “No, that’s the lot.”




  “Thanks,” said Hapton. He noted the man’s name and allowed him to go to the bus. He made no more inquiries, but went back toward the wreck. The police had been told about that

  by a night haulage driver at 5:15, and not at 4:40. The man seen using the phone box must have been the driver of the Aston Martin. No doubt he had been asking some friend in Granchester to come

  and pick him up. So he couldn’t have been badly hurt. Probably he would turn up later in the day to look at the damage, but in any case he would be easily traced. Because of this, Hapton had

  not even asked for a description of the man.




  He found Marsh making notes, while the busmen made comments about the broken car. It had been a smart vehicle, with a streamlined saloon body of gunmetal gray. Now it reclined sadly against a

  very large beech tree. The tree had suffered least in the collision.




  The bus driver moved forward saying: “What’s it like inside?” Marsh looked up and said: “Don’t go tramping around there. We don’t know what this is

  yet.”




  Hapton was surprised, because Marsh was not an officious man. The bus driver shrugged, and went away with his mate.




  Marsh closed his book and pocketed it. “I didn’t want that chap nosing in there,” he said.




  “Did you find any likely cause of the accident?” Hapton wanted to know. “Was it speed?”




  “Well, he was traveling a bit. He sideswiped a big tree back there and kept going till he hit this one. But these Aston Martins can take corners as if they were glued to the road.

  There’s a blowout, near-side front. It could have been done during the smash, but I’m inclined to think it was the cause of it. What did you get?”




  Hapton told his story. Marsh listened in astonishment, and finally exclaimed: “He went and phoned just like that? I don’t believe it. Here. Look here.”




  He walked round and opened the offside front door of the car, and invited inspection. “See that?” he said. “If he didn’t lose a gallon of blood you can call me Dr.

  Crippen.”




  The interior of the car was upholstered in light-gray leather, but there was not much of that color to be seen on the front seat. Hapton stared in awe at the gory sight. Then his eyes narrowed.

  “Most of this blood is on the passenger seat,” he said. “There were two people in the car. The driver phoned for an ambulance, I expect. Happen the ambulance had been an’

  gone before the lorry driver came by an’ saw this lot.”




  “Happen you’re right,” Marsh conceded. “We can phone the ambulance depot, just to be knowing.”




  Hapton stooped and peered. “What’s that under the dash?” he asked.




  “I think it’s a portable radio receiver.”




  “It’s a big ’un for a transistor set,” Hapton commented, taking a closer look. “‘Xavier,’” he said. “Never heard of it.”




  “I have, though it’s the first I’ve seen. They’re an American job, very special. That thing there cost around three hundred quid if it’s the model I think it is.

  It’ll perform like Jodrell Bank, that will.”




  “Well, if he can afford a few thousand for a car he’s not goin’ to bother about a hundred or two for the sort of radio he wants. But I’m surprised he left it there to be

  pinched.”




  “I did touch it, with my gloves on,” Marsh admitted. “He left it there because he couldn’t get it out. It’s stuck.”




  Hapton looked again. The Xavier appeared to be jammed between the crushed near-side bodywork and the massive clutch housing of the Aston Martin.




  “Ah, well,” he said. “If you’ve got your particulars we’ll go and get signed off. The Early Turn can take over this job.”




  “I’d better talk to Headquarters first. It won’t take a minute,” Marsh said. He went to the Wolseley and contacted HQ by radio. The call took him much longer than a

  minute. He returned to report: “They phoned the ambulance people. There’s been no call from Kingsmead or anywhere near it.”




  “Ah, well. It’ll straighten itself out. Let’s go.”




  Marsh was the senior man. “I’ve got bad news for you,” he said. “I’ve a feeling there’s something funny about this car. The dashboard cupboard and every other

  receptable in the car is empty. Even the ashtray. It looks as if somebody took just everything there was and stuffed it in his pockets in a hurry.”




  “So what?”




  “So we’ve both got to stay here till the Early Turn comes out to take over.”




  “And they won’t hurry,” said Hapton in disgust. “We’ve got to hang on here just because of an empty pigeonhole?”




  “No,” Marsh replied. “Because of a right lot of blood and no body.”










  




  Chapter Two




  The scarlet Northwestern Line buses which: run over the Pennines between Granchester and Bradford usually are single-deckers. But on Saturdays the company sometimes puts

  double-deckers on the route if passenger traffic is heavy. So it happened that on Saturday afternoon a man sitting on the upper deck of a bus on the moors beyond Boyton had sufficient elevation to

  see a human figure lying in a little hollow not far from the road.




  The day had fulfilled its early promise. The man lying in the heather could have been taking his ease in the sunshine, but he was in such an utterly collapsed attitude that the man in the bus

  had other thoughts. He decided: “He looks like a dead ’un.”




  He thought about that for a little while as the bus went on its way, and his opinion was strengthened by the realization that there had been no car or motorcycle waiting anywhere near the man in

  the heather. He went downstairs and spoke to the conductress, a young woman. When she had heard the story and decided to stop the bus, it was more than half a mile from the “body.” She

  alighted and went round to talk to the driver, and the man from the upper deck, whose name was Whiteley, went with her.




  The driver was a middle-aged man of much experience on the road. He listened to the story and looked skeptical. He remarked that he was driving a bus, and had to work to a timetable. He also

  said: “On this road I’ll have to go another couple of miles before I can turn back. What are you going to do? Walk back to this here body?”




  Whiteley was a simple man, but he was not simple enough to get himself marooned miles from anywhere. He said: “If you stop when you see a bobby, you won’t be delayed more than a

  minute.”




  “As you wish,” the driver said curtly, and the journey was resumed.




  In a village called Ripponden on the other side of the moors the bus driver saw a West Riding police patrol car standing at the curb. He stopped his bus close behind it, and Whiteley alighted

  and went and spoke to the uniformed man sitting in the car.




  “At the top of the moors?” the policeman asked when he had listened. “Would it be this side of the county line?”




  “I think so,” he was assured. “I remember we’d passed the boundary sign.”




  “Could you show us where it is?”




  Whiteley hesitated. “Well . . .” he began.




  “Where are you making for, Bradford?”




  “No. I’m only going as far as Halifax.”




  “We’ll get you back here,” the policeman said. “There’s plenty of buses from here to Halifax.” And without further discussion he leaned head and arm out of

  the car and signaled the bus driver to go on his way. That person drove away grinning, his thoughts almost visible. By the time the coppers had finished with that fellow there wouldn’t be

  much of his Saturday left, and he’d wish he’d minded his own business.




  “Get in the back seat,” the policeman told Whiteley. “My mate’ll be here in a minute.”




  Quite soon another P.C. appeared, pushing his notebook into his breast pocket as he emerged from a shop. As he opened the door of the car he saw Whiteley and asked: “Who’s this, er,

  gentleman?”




  His colleague told him. “This gent has seen another gent asleep in the heather, and he’s afraid he isn’t going to wake up.”




  The man in the heather was dead, and his injuries were such that survival would have been a miracle.




  “He looks as if he fell off an airliner,” one of the West Riding men commented.




  “He took a high dive and forgot there was no water,” said the other one gravely.




  “Could he have been dumped here by a hit-and-run driver?” Whiteley suggested.




  Both officers had thought of that possibility even before they had seen the body. They complimented the other man on his sagacity and said that he was likely to be right.




  When the divisional police surgeon arrived he dryly confirmed that the unknown man was dead. His preliminary examination disclosed severe head injuries and fractures of both legs and hips.

  Somehow the femoral artery of the right leg had been severed, and the doctor remarked to the coroner’s officer that no doubt this injury had bled the man’s life away.




  A second examination at the mortuary revealed that the man was five feet nine inches long and of medium build. He had no birthmarks or old scars, and he was judged to have been something over

  thirty years old. His suit bore the label of a tailoring firm with shops in every town, and his bloody underclothes had been bought at an even better-known chain store. His socks and shoes could

  have been bought anywhere. There was nothing hand sewn about the man. He made a very positively anonymous corpse.




  The pockets of the suit contained some loose change, some Gold Flake cigarettes, and a plain white handkerchief. There was no lighter, no wallet, no paper money, no letters or documents of any

  kind. The police took the view that the hit-and-run driver had also been a thief.




  The body was photographed, but the condition of the face was such that no newspaper would risk offending its readers by reproducing it. The photograph appeared in police circulars and

  communications. The usual inquiries were made concerning both the body and a presumably damaged car. The fingerprints were checked at Wakefield and Scotland Yard, but it seemed that the dead man

  had had no criminal record. For the time being he remained anonymous.




  There the matter rested. The West Riding police knew nothing about a wrecked Aston Martin in the Granchester police district. The Granchester police were making discoveries about the Aston

  Martin, but they did not connect it with the seemingly obvious victim of an unreported accident whose body had been found seventeen miles away, in another county.




  On that Saturday in October no slightly or severely injured driver appeared to claim the Aston Martin, nor did he send a representative. The car had a London registration number, so Inspector

  Miller of the Granchester Police Traffic Department got in touch with the Metropolitan Police with a view to finding the owner. In due time the Metro checked the number with him, and then told him

  that it was the number of an Austin 1100 owned by a respectable fishmonger in Camden Town. When consulted, the fishmonger had volunteered the information that he had had to apply for a new Road

  Fund license about six months ago, because the one attached to the Austin had been lost or stolen.




  The news that the Aston Martin was a “wrong ’un” caused Miller to have it examined more thoroughly. No policeman had touched it without gloves, and a search for fingerprints

  produced the information that there were none. “It’s been wiped off” was the verdict.




  This discovery was made on Sunday afternoon in the A Division station yard, and it at once led to a search for engine and chassis numbers. It was now expected that these would have been erased,

  and other numbers hammered in, but it was found that this had not happened. “I’m sure these numbers haven’t been touched,” Miller declared. “It’s a cool and

  cheeky type who’s been using this car. He just didn’t bother to change the numbers.”




  “Probably he didn’t have a log book, anyway,” suggested P.C. Marsh. He was now off duty, but he had enough of a proprietary interest in the “case” to be watching

  developments closely.




  “Very likely. A stolen car with a false registration and no log book, and no owner if the driver happened to see a copper having a good look at it. All right. We’ll get in touch with

  the makers first thing in the morning. We’ll give them these numbers and they’ll tell us who first bought the car, and we’ll get the real identification number. Then we’ll

  get to know where and when it was stolen.”




  “That’ll be one job cleared, sir.”




  “Yes. But it’ll probably be a Metro job.”




  It was now almost a certainty that the car’s Road Fund license would be “wrong” too. It had been found on the floor of the car still intact in its waterproof cover, though the

  celluloid front of the cover was quite opaque with dried blood. Miller telephoned the forensic laboratory, but received no answer. Well, it was Sunday afternoon. He allowed Marsh to take the

  license to Sergeant Bird, A Division’s handy man and fingerprint and photography expert.




  Bird carefully took the license out of the cover and put it under ultraviolet light. He studied it briefly. “The name of the make has been altered,” he announced. “It looks as

  if ‘Austin’ was rubbed out and ‘Aston Martin’ written over it.”




  “That tallies with information we have,” Marsh told him. “This license was pinched from an Austin eleven hundred.”




  “So I’m not helping you much.”




  “You never know, do you? When you went over the car for dabs did you notice that big transistor set under the dash?”




  “Sure. It looks a bit special, but it won’t be any good now.”




  “It’ll be smashed up inside. It must have shot down under the dash when the car hit the first tree. It occurs to me, with it being stuck next to the clutch housing, they

  wouldn’t be able to wipe it off.”




  “You mean there’ll be dabs on it. Why not? Why not get it out?”




  “I’ll ask the inspector if I can use a jack on the body.”




  Marsh returned to Miller, and received permission to remove the Xavier radio from the car. With the clutch housing as a base, he used the jack to push back crushed bodywork and release the

  radio. He carried it to Bird, holding it by two corners with gloved hands.




  The sergeant studied it before he touched it. There had been a long glass panel along the front of the set, and that had broken and flown somewhere. But the polished casing seemed to be

  undamaged. He went to work with an insufflator and found many fingerprints on both ends of the casing.




  “There’s loads,” said Marsh in elation.




  “Can’t tell yet,” he was told. “Nine out of ten will be no good, as usual.”




  Prints overlay prints. Many had been spoiled in the withdrawing of the hand. But Bird found four perfect specimens: all four fingers of the right hand. He photographed these and left the Xavier

  untouched until he had developed his pictures. With that done, he returned to the set.




  “Xavier,” he said. “That’s a new one to me. VHF, UHF, the lot. Quite a job.”




  “Yankee,” said Marsh. “They cost plenty. Hundreds.”




  “I wonder what else it can tell us.” The sergeant tried various controls, but nothing happened.




  “If they cost hundreds of pounds, they won’t sell ’em by the million,” he said. “We might be able to trace something or somebody by the number.”




  “Put the American police on the job?”




  “I don’t think we’ll need to. There’s sure to be a main British distributor.”




  “Who do we know who might tell us?”




  ‘Old Pellman in Holland Street has been in the trade as long as anybody. We could try him.”




  Bird found Pellman’s home telephone number, and spoke to him. The conversation was brief. Pellman did not stock Xavier receivers, and he did not know the name of the distributor. But he

  was not entirely without information. He knew somebody who had purchased a Xavier set at Harrow’s store in London.




  Marsh carried this news to Inspector Miller. “Harrow’s, then,” Miller said. “We’ll have the Metro look into it in the morning. I want all the numbers you can find

  on the set.”




  Pictures and details of the Xavier fingerprints were transmitted to Scotland Yard and to the County Police C.R.O. The first replies were negative.




  “No form, sir,” Bird reported to Miller. “Not known at all.”




  But one hour later Scotland Yard came on the line again. The Metro naturally filed away details of all unidentifiable fingerprints sent to them. A clerk filing details of the Xavier prints

  noticed some exactly similar classifications on the same page of the index. These similar prints had been submitted the day before by the West Riding police.




  Miller at once called Wakefield, and read off the specifications to a clerk there. He waited, holding the line, until he had received the information he wanted.




  He told Marsh and Bird: “Your Xavier was handled by the fellow they found dead on the moors. So it looks as if he was lifted out of the Aston Martin and carted up there and dumped.

  That’s another job we’ve cleared up for another police force. Did you and Hapton go back to Kingsmead and get a description of the man seen in the phone box?”




  “Yes, sir. It isn’t much. Tall, broad shoulders, dark hair, dark suit, no hat. Face not seen. Also we looked in the phone box for blood. None there. Do you think it’ll be any

  use if Sergeant Bird does the box for prints?”




  “A public phone box, two days after the call? I can tell him to try, but he won’t find anything.”




  When Miller said that he was looking at the morning’s informations from the West Riding police, he said: “The dead man was of medium height and build, and anyway he couldn’t

  have been standing in a phone box with two shattered legs. So now we know for sure there were at least two men in the Aston Martin, and one of them had a friend somewhere around here who

  didn’t mind turning out before five in the morning and moving a body around. Everything about this points to a slight hitch in a real crook job. I wonder what game they were on.”










  




  Chapter Three




  “This is more like it,” said André Vidor, stretching his legs from an armchair. His accent was unlike any other in the United Kingdom, and yet it was not

  what is usually called a foreign accent.




  The handsome, red-haired girl leaned on the mantel and surveyed the living room of the new flat. It was furnished comfortably, and almost luxuriously. But she seemed to be unimpressed. “It

  ought to be, at fifteen pounds a week,” she said, and her speech revealed only a trace of her northern English upbringing.




  “We couldn’t live in a bed-sitter forever,” she was told. “And besides, who’s paying for it? You can’t grumble.”




  She shrugged, and he reflected that nowadays she was quite often in a sullen mood. Perhaps, he thought, she was one of those whose manners were not improved by good fortune. Or maybe she lacked

  the nerve to be involved in the game he was playing, though her involvement was usually slight. From time to time she had been more involved in more dangerous affairs without making a murmur of

  objection, but this one seemed to scare her. Perhaps it was the scope of it, as if the amount of loot mattered more than the actual crime. Or perhaps the accident was still bothering her. She had

  carried on as if it had been murder. Women looked at things in a funny way.




  “What will your, er, partner say?” she wanted to know.




  “You mean he’ll think I’m taking it out of the club? He can’t. He looks at the books too closely. He watches everything, either with his own eyes or somebody

  else’s. I wouldn’t even try to diddle that fellow.”




  “He’ll wonder where you’re getting the money.”




  “Let him wonder. It’s no skin off his nose.” When he made that remark, Vidor seemed to be thinking of something else.




  “If he smells easy money, he’ll try to cut in.”




  “He’ll smell nothing, unless you tell him,” said Vidor deliberately, because he had been remembering that an hour ago, at the club, she had been all laughter and gaiety. Dixie

  Costello had been there then; his “partner,” who was the real owner of the club.




  “Unless you tell him,” he repeated. With his head tilted back he looked at the girl, and his eyes were cold enough to make her flinch. He was a tallish, slender man, dark,

  good-looking, and elegant in his dress. Though he did not have a lot of muscle, she knew that he had a great deal of nerve. Her own thought was that there was not a lot of him, but all there was

  was man.




  “After the times I’ve stood by you, you ought to be ashamed to say that,” she retorted, generating anger in herself because she had known a moment of fear.
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