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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 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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  PROLOGUE


  JENKINS WALKED SLOWLY round the Princess, fumbling with the buttons of his overalls.


  It was late – he had heard the chimes of midnight on his way in from Blackheath – and he was dog-tired. And it was also an imposition to be called out during what were at least
  technically the last hours of his leave, which he had purposed to spend getting some order into his new flat.


  Yet he knew that it was neither the hour nor the imposition which were sapping his concentration, but the suppressed excitement of the day’s events. For a year now he’d felt ambition
  stirring, and for the last three months he’d sensed the faint scent of promotion trailing him like after-shave. Tonight it was strong in his nostrils: he had the feeling that life
  hadn’t let him down after all.


  The trick was to do things right, and there he had Hugh Roskill to help him. Hugh could be trusted to advise him without trying to steal any of the credit – although it wasn’t like
  the old days, Hugh was still almost family.


  He ran his finger idly along the thin buff-gold line that ran the whole length of the Princess, just below the meeting place of the black and the grey, the line that was the last lingering
  memory of the great days when there was coachwork to car bodies.


  He’d never quite been able to make his mind up about Hugh. Up on the Eighth Floor they all had some sort of façade, and Hugh’s was the familiar, nonchalant R.A.F. one that
  he’d long grown accustomed to during his childhood, when Hugh and poor old Harry had been inseparable. Yet Harry had been no great brain, and it was certain that nonchalance alone never got
  anyone to the Eighth – which was where he himself intended to go. So there had to be a lot more to Hugh somewhere, as Aunt Mary had always maintained there was . . .


  He shrugged, running the finger down from the line into the mud splashes.


  The mud was the most obviously interesting thing about the Princess. No rain for ten days, and the gale tonight blowing miniature dust devils in the dry gutters, but nevertheless the lower half
  of the car was thickly coated with mud, and undeniably recent mud.


  It might be this that had alerted someone, even though it was the oldest and crudest cover-up trick in the book. But the Special Branch man who’d delivered the Princess had been
  uncommunicative. It was far more likely that the unknown but influential owner of the car had delusions of grandeur . . .


  Jenkins yawned, rubbed his eyes and looked down at the red rexine-covered handbook, with its gold lettering – another subtle touch of class there. It reminded him that he’d never had
  a Princess through his hands before – a few months ago that would have been a challenge in itself, to prove that no matter what came along, he was the best. But now it was just another car to
  be cleared, just routine, and he was mildly niggled that Maitland had found himself some other pressing engagement while McClure and Bennett were still snarled up in Northern Ireland.


  Abstractedly, his mind still half on Roskill, he plugged in the tape recorder and began to unwind the flex . . . It was true that Hugh did seem more serious these days, almost preoccupied, on
  the occasions they had met. But that wouldn’t make any difference now; it was serious advice he wanted.


  He shook his head. Best to get the matter in hand over quickly, to salvage some hours from the night. For tomorrow he’d need to be on top form . . .


  He picked up the little microphone.


  ‘Vanden Plas Princess 4-litre-R, black and grey, registration number . . .’
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