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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




  It was the second day of Shane Stafford’s trial, another leaden day with rain sluicing across the courtroom windows. Emma Stafford and I were sitting up front in the

  public benches. Patrick Joseph O’Callaghan had finally decided not to call us as defence witnesses. Knightsbridge Crown Courts are built inside the shell of an Edwardian mansion on Hans

  Crescent and have the reputation of being the most comfortable courts in the city. They are carpeted throughout, with padded benches and seats, a restroom and a library. It’s warm there in

  winter and cool in summer. Though the cafeteria food is terrible there are pubs nearby and Harrods sandwich bar is only just around the corner.




  There are fifteen public seats in Court Number Five but Emma and I were the only people there. On our left was the judge’s bench under a large shield bearing a golden lion and white

  unicorn. The man occupying it put me in mind of my grandfather. He had the same tetchy shift of the buttocks whenever he found a remark unclear or foolish, the same searing sarcasm that started as

  a whinny and finished as a bellow.




  Below him sat his clerk, a forceful-looking character with a bandit’s moustache and a strong Scottish accent. Next to him was the court-reporter, a girl in a porridge-coloured dress with a

  centre parting in hay-brown hair and an expression of near-belief in what she was transcribing. Her attitude had been particularly pointed the day before when evidence given had obliged her to

  record some very basic language.




  The lawyers had argued for a couple of hours over the composition of the jury, ending up with only one woman, a matron with a mouth like a fox-trap. She had on harlequin spectacles and reminded

  me of one of those cleaning ladies you see coming out of public buildings, the ones who always wear trousers and head-scarves and board buses smoking Virginian cigarettes. The men were an

  undistinguished bunch, the sort of guys you’d see on a line outside a football stadium any Saturday afternoon.




  The dock was at the extreme end of the courtroom, separated from the judge’s rostrum by the intervening rows of benches for barristers and solicitors. I could just see the top of

  Shane’s shaggy red head and the balding scalp of the jailer sitting next to him.




  Gavin Legge’s bulk filled the witness box on our left. It was early March but he was just back from Nassau and deeply tanned. He was wearing the blue flannel suit he had worn the day

  before with a black silk knitted tie. Hands clasped easily behind his back, he cocked his head attentively as he listened to the questions the prosecuting counsel put to him.




  According to what Patrick Joseph O’Callaghan said, the police were treating the case as open and shut. The charge against Shane was one of Assault Occasioning Actual Bodily Harm

  and they reckoned to have the evidence they needed to win. They’d put up a lanky junior counsel called Waitland against us, a horse-faced individual who looked very pleased with himself.

  Apart from a couple of traffic violations at home in Canada I’d never been in a court before but Waitland seemed to me to be highly suspect.




  I was by no means sure however that Shane was going to stand up to cross-examination. His hotheadedness was notorious and the last thing he could afford to do was to lose his cool.

  O’Callaghan had been drumming this into him all the time he had been on bail. Whatever happens in court don’t lose your temper!




  Waitland let his gown slip from one shoulder, a coquettish gesture I figured he’d noted in someone else.




  ‘Now, Mr. Legge! Am I correct in saying that you have known the defendant for almost four years?’




  ‘It would be about that, yes.’ Legge had the odd, faintly cockney accent of his South African upbringing.




  ‘How would you describe your relationship during that time?’




  Legge thought for a moment then allowed himself the narrowest widening of the lips. His teeth were very white against the tan.




  ‘That’s not easy to say. You see we saw a lot of one another at the beginning, then things changed. There was, you know, a coolness. We’d run into one another here and there

  but we’d rarely speak.’




  Waitland’s nod was designed to make Legge’s answer seem both cogent and reasonable.




  ‘Exactly. But you were still civil to one another?’




  ‘Let’s put it this way,’ said Legge. ‘We were no longer friends but we certainly weren’t enemies. Not as far as I was concerned anyway.’




  Waitland rose on his toes. ‘Let me take you back to the early hours of January seventh of this year. You have told His Honour and the jury how on that date you visited a discothèque

  called Pluto’s in the company of friends and that the defendant attacked you with a chair. We have heard the medical evidence from Doctor Soares that your cheekbone was fractured in

  two places as a result of this attack.’




  Legge’s frown regretted the memory. ‘Yes.’




  Waitland spaced his next question, dwelling on each word. ‘Can you think of anything that you did on that particular night that would have provoked this assault? Anything at all?’




  Legge’s shoulders rose and fell. ‘Frankly, no. But then I couldn’t be expected to know what goes on inside Stafford’s head, obviously. As far as I’m concerned I can

  think of nothing.’




  ‘You bloody liar!’ Emma’s aside was loud enough for the judge to turn his head towards us. The uniformed cop on the door craned forward menacingly. I could see where we could

  quite easily be thrown out of the courthouse.




  Emma shoved her hand deep in the pocket of my mackinaw. She was wearing no make-up and with her small square face looked about eighteen instead of twenty-eight. After three years living with her

  I could read the signs and was aware of possible trouble. We’d already had hints of it that morning, coming into the building. The security man at the entrance had asked to see inside her

  bag. Ever since the bomb scares it was normal practice and she’d done it the day before. But something in his manner got up her nose. I don’t know whether his suspicion stemmed from the

  way we were dressed. I was in jeans and sneakers and my mackinaw was ten years old. Emma’s outfit was pretty sloppy for a courtroom appearance but the security man’s manner was on the

  heavy side. His ‘May I help you, Miss?’ had the ring of a demand to know her business.




  She’d straightened him out in her starchiest accent, explaining that she had the misfortune to be attending the prosecution of her brother who was on trial for having performed a public

  duty.




  I grabbed her fingers in my pocket and held them hard. Waitland folded like a piece of trelliswork and Shane’s counsel came to his feet. Trelawney’s plump purpling nose jutted out

  under thatched grey eyebrows and he played the stops of his voice like an organ.




  ‘Let me get one thing clear in my mind, Mr. Legge. You were engaged to be married to the defendant’s twin sister, were you not?’




  ‘I was.’




  ‘How long did the engagement last?’




  ‘Almost two years.’




  ‘And was it Miss Stafford who broke it off finally?’




  ‘She did. That’s right.’




  Trelawney sidled along the bench and filled a glass from the water carafe.




  ‘Did that come as a complete surprise to you or had you been expecting something of the sort to happen?’




  Legge stared down at the brown and yellow carpet before answering. ‘No I wasn’t. Not at that particular time, anyway.’




  ‘Does that mean that you have difficulty in remembering?’ Trelawney asked sarcastically.




  Legge showed his good teeth again. ‘Memories do play tricks, Mr. Trelawney, and I’m under oath.’




  Shane was sitting up much straighter now and I could see the whole of his face. His eyes were on Legge, his gaze as direct as a laser beam.




  Trelawney worked his way back along the bench moving crabwise. ‘Were you resentful that your engagement had been broken off?’




  ‘Resentful?’ Legge shook his head. ‘Look, Mr. Trelawney, I’m thirty-eight years old and I’ve been around. It wasn’t the first time that I’d been

  jilted. I was disappointed – a little sad, if you like, but certainly not resentful.’




  The judge’s tone was tinder-dry. ‘I suppose this is leading us somewhere, Mr. Trelawney?’




  The defence counsel explained himself. ‘I’m much obliged to Your Honour. With respect, both question and answer have a definite bearing on my client’s conduct on the morning of

  January seventh.’




  ‘Very well.’ The accent was English instead of Canadian but the voice was still my grandfather’s.




  Trelawney continued. ‘I’d like you if you would, Mr. Legge, to tell His Honour and members of the jury exactly what your feelings were for Miss Stafford. I mean subsequent to her

  breaking off the engagement.




  Emma wriggled beside me. Her hair is the same colour as Shane’s and flames like a fox’s brush.




  ‘I suppose you could say that I was emotionally disturbed,’ Legge admitted after a while. ‘You know, upset. You don’t fall out of love overnight.’




  ‘Yerss,’ commented Trelawney, diminuendo. He went on with undisguised incredulity. ‘I understand that you are known professionally as “The Voice They Cannot

  Silence”? Is this correct?’




  Legge was a veteran of some thirty-odd libel suits and not about to be knocked offstride by sarcasm.




  ‘That’s correct, yes.’ If you didn’t know Legge, the show of good-natured embarrassment would have been convincing.




  Trelawney read from the paper in front of him. ‘A Chronicler Of Human Frailty?’




  ‘That too.’ Legge squared his shoulders. ‘What I really am, Mr. Trelawney, is a working journalist reporting the events that make news.’




  ‘Gossip and scandal?’




  ‘Events that make news,’ Legge insisted.




  ‘Nothing is sacred to you, not even death?’




  Waitland cranked himself up, his horseface indignant. The judge screwed his nose closer to his chin but Legge had already answered.




  ‘As I understand it, sir, the word “sacred” implies a belief in God. I have no religious beliefs.’ There was a ring of disarming honesty in the statement.




  ‘How about pity, compassion? Do you believe in these, Mr. Legge? Would you say you’re capable of feeling either?’




  ‘As capable as you are, Mr. Trelawney.’ It was Legge’s first mistake and the judge lost no time in letting him know it.




  ‘The witness will confine himself to answering “yes” or “no”.’ He glanced across at the clock on the wall. It was ten past twelve. ‘The court will

  adjourn for fifteen minutes.’




  We all stood for his exit. The jury retired to their room and Shane went back to the cells. Legge was already in the corridor chatting to the detective in charge of the case. A woman usher was

  smoking and the opposing counsel were exchanging banter.




  I’d always had the impression that the British treat the matter of trying a man for his life or liberty with dignity and respect. Everything seems to encourage the concept, the formal

  stylized language and customs, the archaic wigs and gowns. I wasn’t prepared for the total collapse of decorum the moment the judge disappeared, the complete indifference to the accused

  man.




  I took Emma outside for a smoke. Legge and the detective moved out of earshot ostentatiously. Emma’s hand worked nervously.




  ‘What is Trelawney waiting for? Why doesn’t he ask Legge about all those articles he wrote about Sara?’




  ‘He will,’ I promised.




  The prosecution had six witnesses. The manager of Pluto’s, a couple of waiters, the detective who had made the arrest, Legge himself and the doctor who had treated his injuries at

  St. George’s Hospital. We had spent the previous evening going over the case with O’Callaghan. In his opinion the only defence would be that of extreme provocation.




  ‘You’ve got ash on your nose,’ I said to Emma. By the time she had finished with her hand mirror people were filing back into court. Trelawney came to his feet, a sheaf of

  press clippings in front of him, slow-timing his movements and adjusting his spectacles. I could tell that Legge knew exactly what was coming.




  ‘What I propose to do,’ Trelawney announced, ‘is to read extracts that have been taken from your gossip columns over the period of the last two years. The first is dated June

  eleventh, roughly nine weeks after Miss Stafford broke off her engagement to marry you. I quote.


  



      Friends tell me that the delectable Sara Stafford is to be seen leaving an address in Kinnerton Street in the early hours of the morning. The lovely Sara (twin brother Shane, ex-amateur

  jockey who runs a Chelsea estate agency) is Impressionist expert at the Oakley Gallery. Serge Blauberg the proprietor of the Oakley Gallery lives in Kinnerton Street. Watch this space for further

  news . . .’








  Trelawney glanced over the top of his spectacles, at the judge first and then at the jury. He let the piece of paper fall from his fingers and picked up the next.




  ‘This one is dated August twentieth of last year and printed under the heading




  

    RED FACES AT THE OAKLEY GALLERY




    

      My legal spies inform me that a certain sheik from Kuwait has been advised to bring court action following the discovery that the “Renoir” he purchased from

      the Oakley was painted on the island of Ibiza in 1964. Impressionist “expert” Sara Stafford is believed to have found the “Renoir” privately for her friend and principal

      Serge Blauberg. Miss Stafford is currently on holiday in Tobago and not available for comment.’


    


  




  Trelawney drank some more water, his nose appearing to have turned still a deeper shade of purple. He read on through a succession of clippings, some twenty of them, his musical voice lingering

  on the slurs and innuendos, emphasizing the double meanings. By the time he had come to the final piece of paper I could feel Emma’s body shaking.




  Trelawney’s raised hand demanded attention. ‘November seventh, last year!




  

    MR. MIDNIGHT LOSES A FRIEND




    

      Habitués of Pluto’s, Tramp and Annabel’s were hardly surprised to hear of Sara Stafford’s departure from the London scene. Since losing her job

      at the Oakley Gallery, the erratic Miss Stafford, 33, has shown increasing signs of becoming tired and over-emotional. I am able to reveal that the one time toast of Jermyn Street is presently

      resting in Forest Hill, an establishment in Surrey popular with those suffering from “nervous disorders”. We wish Sara a speedy return to those who appreciate her very special

      talents.’


    


  




  Trelawney pushed the clippings along the bench with an air of contempt. Waitland gave them to the usher and they went from the judge to jury and were entered as exhibits. Trelawney gathered his

  robe. He was supposed to be talking to Legge but his eyes were on the jury. There was a sincerity and earnestness about his voice that was impressive but I didn’t see where it was taking

  him.




  ‘Shortly after that last scurrilous report in your newspaper, Mr. Legge, Sara Stafford took her own life. I’m suggesting to you that you took advantage of your professional position

  to pursue a vendetta against a girl who was unable to defend herself. I’m suggesting that morally at least you are responsible for her death!’




  There was a buzz in the courtroom and Waitland was up, his face red and outraged.




  ‘This is too much. Your Honour! I really must protest!’




  ‘Mr. Trelawney?’ The judge’s tone sounded mild enough to me.




  Trelawney stood his ground. ‘With respect, Your Honour, I believe myself to be within rules. My duty is to put my client’s case and my cross-examination goes directly to the

  issue.’




  ‘Well I’m not going to allow it,’ said the judge. He fiddled with his pen for a moment. ‘Not in that form, anyway. The witness need not answer the last

  question.’




  ‘Thank you, Your Honour.’ Legge’s back shed an invisible weight but the damage had been done and everyone in the room knew it.




  ‘If Your Honour pleases,’ said Trelawney. ‘Very well, Mr. Legge, I put it to you that you entered Pluto’s discothèque in the early hours of January

  seventh knowing full well that the defendant was there. Not only that, I put it to you that you knew that he had attended his twin sister’s cremation service the previous

  afternoon.’




  ‘That’s ridiculous,’ said Legge. ‘I’d no idea Stafford was in the place until I saw him coming at me with a chair. And how could I know that he’d been to his

  sister’s cremation service?’




  ‘Because someone who works for you happened to be present. Someone who bothered to copy the names of the people who had sent flowers.’




  Legge shook his head slowly. ‘I’ve no idea why you’re taking this line, Mr. Trelawney. If anyone from my office was present at the crematorium it wasn’t on my

  instructions. Nor was I told about it. This is the truth.’




  ‘No more questions,’ said Trelawney. He sat down, looking back at Patrick Joseph O’Callaghan, his expression one of disbelief.




  Legge was certainly lying. Emma and I had been at the cremation service with Shane and we’d seen one of Legge’s team taking the names on the cards that accompanied the flowers. It

  was unlikely that this would have been done without his knowledge. He was about to leave the witness-box when Waitland stopped him. The prosecuting counsel was obviously intent on doing a repair

  job.




  ‘In view of the allegations that have been made, perhaps you will explain to His Honour and members of the jury just how your articles are written. I’m referring in particular to the

  sources of your information and the policy you adopt in dealing with it.




  ‘Who actually does the writing?’




  Nothing could have suited Legge better. I’d watched him on a couple of television talk shows, defending his function with arrogant confidence. He took his hands from behind his back and

  used them to emphasize his points.




  ‘The main thing to remember is this – there’s no distinction between public and private lives in our business.’




  The judge removed an invisible thread from his lavender front. His sash was scarlet and I noticed for the first time that his wig was different to the ones that counsel wore, with a tail but no

  side curls. He leaned sideways in the direction of Legge and his tone sharpened abruptly. There was something in his manner that put me in mind of a tailor inspecting a garment that he hasn’t

  made.




  ‘I’m sorry, Mr. Legge. Possibly I didn’t understand you clearly. Are you saying that as far as you are concerned a person in public life has no right to privacy?’




  Legge rode the judge’s outrage as a gull does stormy water. ‘For a journalist, no, Your Honour. We have our rules of behaviour certainly, set by the Press Council but within the

  framework of these rules you could say it’s a free-for-all.’




  The judge contented himself with a tightmouthed smile but I had the feeling that Legge had struck out again. He continued.




  ‘Without people feeding me information a column like mine couldn’t exist. Investigatory journalism is time-consuming and whatever I print has to be topical. I’ve built up the

  best sources of information in the business and we budget for this. People call in for all sorts of reasons, people on the make, people with a score to settle. It would surprise you to know just

  who does contribute to my diary.’




  I sneaked a look at the foreman of the jury. He was listening to Legge with arms folded across his chest.




  ‘And the column is published under your name?’




  ‘I have three collaborators. Some of the stories I handle myself, the big ones. And I edit what the others write. As you say, the column is published under my name and the final

  responsibility is mine.’




  ‘Exactly.’ Waitland gathered his papers. ‘I’d like to get one thing clear. Have you ever singled out any person or persons as the subject of your comments?’




  Legge’s smiled flared. ‘Absolutely not, sir. They do that themselves. It’s a question of lifestyle. I’ve heard it said that you can’t con a man who doesn’t

  have larceny in his heart. It’s something like that in our business. We’re reporters, not character assassins. We can’t expose what isn’t there.’




  The judge glanced up from his notes, looking at the clock. Waitland’s manner was confidential.




  ‘A lot has been made of the fact that Miss Stafford’s name appears in a number of articles from your column over the past two years. Is this abnormal?’




  Legge shook his head. ‘There are people who are in my columns every week. I told you, it’s a question of life styles. Let me get something straight for the record. Not one of those

  pieces about Sara Stafford was written by me. I left them in because in my opinion they were news and Sara Stafford had no special claim to exemption. I’m sorry to have to say this but over

  the period we’re dealing with everything this girl did or touched seemed to go sour. If we hadn’t printed the stories about her others would. It’s as simple as that.’




  ‘Did you,’ and now the words came very deliberately, ‘at any time have the intention of hounding this unfortunate girl to her death?’




  Legge looked the length of the court to where Shane was sitting. ‘How could this have been possible? Whatever happened between us we had once been in love. If it hadn’t

  been for her family things wouldn’t have turned out as they did.’




  ‘Thank you, Mr. Legge. That concludes the case for the prosecution, Your Honour.’




  Waitland resumed his seat and Legge took a place in the row behind us. I could feel Emma start to shake again. The judge collected his papers, smiling over at the jury.




  ‘I’m sure you’re all hungry, members of the jury, and this seems a convenient time to adjourn. The court will resume at two o’clock.’




  He bobbed his head and disappeared through a door. Shane had been on bail for almost three months but for some reason they now kept him in custody. Emma, O’Callaghan and I walked west to

  Walton Street and a pub on the corner. We were ten minutes ahead of the lunchtime rush and we found a free corner table. There was curried beef on the menu and we drank Guinness.




  I found myself thinking that if ever I were up on a charge Patrick Joseph O’Callaghan would be my man. He’s thirty-five years old, intelligent and literate and has an instinctive

  flair for the defence. He just wants his clients to win. As he puts it, he might not be sure that a man is innocent. But then it isn’t his job to judge but to argue the case the best way he

  can. Patrick Joseph wears his hair long for a lawyer, doesn’t get much sun on his skin and has those dark-blue Irish eyes. His Inverness cape and rosebud have given him a reputation for

  eccentricity but underneath the theatrical flamboyancy there’s an assurance that goes with having it made at the age of thirty-five. Success allows him to take only the cases that interest

  him. If he hadn’t been a personal friend of the Staffords I don’t think he’d have touched Shane’s brief with a bargepole.




  Emma shoved her plate to one side and lighted a cigarette. She’d eaten practically nothing and her glass was still half-empty.




  ‘How do you think it’s going, Patrick Joseph?’ Her voice was casual but I knew her too well to suppose it was anything but a cover up.




  He raised a shoulder without saying anything in reply. I bought myself another Guinness. O’Callaghan was removing shreds of curried beef with a small gold toothpick.




  ‘I wouldn’t have thought that Legge did too well,’ I ventured. ‘I’m sure Shane will come out better.’




  ‘He’s not being called.’ O’Callaghan put his toothpick away. ‘Trelawney decided against it.’




  Emma scraped her chair back, her eyes bulging. ‘You mean you’re going to let that creep get away with telling all those lies and not give Shane a chance to tell his side of the story?’
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