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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


  ABOUT ninety seconds too late to save a mans life, Police Constable Richards of E Division, Metropolitan Police, walked along St. Cross Street,
  Holborn, on his way from Hatton Garden to Farringdon Road. He walked sedately, being on the beat, and being a man whose legs and feet had been on the beat for twenty years. He looked about him as
  he walked, as a constable should.


  He came to the corner of Kirby Street, a little thoroughfare which ran through to Greville Street, and stopped to gaze along the two rows of cars which lined the street for much of its length.
  He saw, or thought he saw, all that there was to see. The street was not more than three hundred yards long. It was, apparently, deserted in the very heart of a teeming business area, at ten
  minutes to two on a fine afternoon. He was not surprised. Few people walked along Kirby Street, except those who went there to park their cars or get them out. His interest in the street lay in the
  cars. They were vulnerable to pilferers.


  The cars were in Kirby Street because it was more like a bridge or viaduct than a city street. On each side of it for two-thirds of its length there was a brick parapet some three feet high. On
  both sides there was bombed-out ground which had been cleared but not yet built over, a condition which is still not uncommon in London. The clearance had been made to the level of the cellar
  floors. The buildings there must have been substantial before the bombs hit them. The cellars had been deep and large, and the brick dividing walls which remained were two feet thick. The people
  who earned their livings in the Hatton Garden district had seized upon the street as a parking place, because there could be no complaints of obstruction from occupants and delivery men.


  P.C. Richards moved across the end of Kirby Street, and took what was intended to be a final glance before he departed. He saw a slight movement between two cars. It could have been made by a
  human elbow or part of a shoulder, clad in drab raincoat material. He saw the movement again. Apparently someone was crouching there, trying to open the boot of a car. Not at all excited yet,
  because the man might be a motorist with his own car, Richards began to walk quickly and quietly along Kirby Street. He had a hundred and fifty yards to go.


  The man who crouched between the cars was watchful. Richards had not walked very far before he saw a dark face under a startling red-and-white cap. The cap and the head came into full view above
  the top of the car. The man, an agile, crouching figure, himself appeared, running away towards Greville Street. Instantly Richards began to run too. Obviously the man was a petty thief,
  interrupted in an attempt to steal. Richards pulled at his whistle chain. He put the whistle between his lips and blew.


  As he ran, the fugitive looked over the brick parapet to his left. Then he stopped, and vaulted over it. He alighted on one of the thick dividing walls. He ran along it, cutting across towards
  the next street, which was Saffron Hill. Though he was not a small man, he gave the impression of an agility which was almost simian as he picked his way rapidly along the uneven top of the
  wall.


  Watching as he ran, Richards realized that he would not be able to cross the bombed-out ground at anything like the speed of his quarry. He kept going along Kirby Street and into Greville
  Street. Before he reached Greville Street the other man was in Saffron Hill.


  That part of Saffron Hill is lower than Kirby Street. There the cleared area had a wall some eight or nine feet high. The young woman who happened to be turning from Greville Street into Saffron
  Hill looked up at that wall when she heard the police whistle, because the sound was coming from that direction. As she gazed, a man came into sight. He was a hunched, lean coloured man who hopped
  and jumped along with arms spread like a tightrope walker.


  He poised himself above the drop into Saffron Hill. He took the long jump down, and landed lightly on his toes. The girl watched him. As she did so she pulled a camera from its slung case with
  the casual adroitness of long practice. Her gaze did not move from the man as he approached her at her own elevation, but when he drew near she raised the camera. He saw her put it to her eye, and
  lower it. As he ran by he snatched it from her, and he did this with cool, impassive efficiency which dumbfounded her. He ran on, across Greville Street into the lower part of Saffron Hill.
  Concerned about her camera, the girl ran after him crying: Thief! Stop thief!


  A few people near the junction of little streets became aware of some commotion. They heard a police whistle, and some shouting. They had a brief glimpse of a running man and a longer look at
  the girl who pursued him, and then they saw the policeman who came pounding along Greville Street a few seconds later. But none of these people was of an age or inclination to take any action in
  the matter, and all the way down quiet, narrow Saffron Hill there was not a soul who tried to stop the fugitive.


  He ran easily, like a crack miler. As he paced along his gloved hands fumbled with the camera. He opened it, and took out the film. He slipped the film into his pocket and threw the camera
  down.


  The girl ran only as far as the camera. She picked it up and examined it for damage. The policeman rounded the corner in time to see her do so. He had lost fifty yards in the chase, for his
  quarry was far ahead and still leaving him. He guessed that the girl was somehow involved in the incident, and as he went by he said: Ill be back. He pounded on, and saw the
  red-and-white cap disappear into Charterhouse Street. When he reached that thoroughfare his man was not in sight, and no passer-by would admit having seen him. He returned to the girl, who was
  waiting for him.


  Ive had that geezer, he panted. I expect he nipped across the road into the market. Needle in a haystack.


  He was a black man, the girl said.


  The policeman stared thoughtfully. Now I did get that impression, he said, though I never got a proper look at his face. It was a comical cap he was wearing.


  Yes. What has he done?


  He was pinching out of cars in Kirby Street.


  Oh, she said in disappointment. I thought it was something serious. Thats why I took his picture.


  Have you got it there?


  No. He snatched the camera and took the film.


  Youre lucky he didnt take the camera. Will you be making a complaint about the larceny of the film?


  She shook her head. It isnt worth making a report about. Theres hardly any damage to the camera, thank goodness.


  All the same, Id better take your name and address, just in case.


  Id rather you didnt. I dont want to get mixed up in anything, and I wont make a complaint.


  Very well, Miss, said Richards. He turned away. Id better go and have a look round in Kirby Street.


  He left the girl in Greville Street and turned on Kirby Street. As he walked along beside the parked cars he decided that he would make no report of the afternoons incident. The girl had
  no complaint to make. The coloured man did not appear to have succeeded in his attempt to steal. There would be no complaint from the owner of the car involved, because damage would be slight. And
  furthermore and most important, it would do P.C. Richards no good at all to report that he had chased a thief and lost him.


  Ill let it lay, he muttered. Itd only be unnecessary paperwork.


  He looked at cars as he went along. When he reached the spot where the coloured man had gone over the parapet, he walked more slowly and looked more closely. He looked for damage, but he found a
  dead man.


  It was murder, and it had happened in the territory of E Division, which covers most of the Borough of Holborn. Normally, the investigation of the crime would have been
  directed by the superintendent in charge of the divisional C.I.D., but he was in hospital recovering from a cartilage operation. Because of this, it was decided that a superintendent from the
  Central Office should take charge of the job. Detective Superintendent Traill was the man on the Murder Squad whose turn it was to take the next call. He went to Holborn in his four-year-old
  Jaguar, and he took with him Detective Sergeant Dacre.


  Its a place called Kirby Street, just off Hatton Garden somewhere, explained Traill, as the car sped away from Scotland Yard. A knifing job.


  Anybody we know?


  No identification yet. Nothing in the pockets.


  Are they sure its murder, and not the end of a fight?


  They seem to be sure. Robbery was the motive, they say. So itll be a hanging job.


  Did it happen in the street?


  So Im told.


  In broad daylight?


  Two oclock this afternoon, said Traill curtly. I dont think it would be dark in Holborn at that time.


  Crusty old buzzard, thought Dacre. But he made no retort. Traill was not a man with whom it was safe to be impertinent.


  The car crossed the Strand and turned into Aldwych, and thence along Kingsway to Holborn. As it moved swiftly on the outer edge of the traffic which was heading for Holborn Circus, Dacre
  remarked: Do you know what they called this place a couple of hundred years ago?


  Holborn, I suppose.


  Oh yes. But they also called it Alsatia. It was a real nest of cutthroats and cutpurses.


  Mugs and murderers, tarts and tea-leaves.


  Sure. It was one hell of a place. Dickens wrote about it.


  Mmmm? I thought it was Defoe.


  Well, Defoe then, said Dacre. Anyway, it was a real thieves neighbourhood.


  And now it has Hatton Garden, where there are more diamonds than paving stones.


  Youre thinking this might be a diamond job, Guvnor?


  Ive heard nothing to that effect. Be something if it was, though.


  My word it would, said Dacre. He looked out of the window with cool, interested eyes as the car took the corner and sped up the incline of Hatton Garden. All about them now were
  the unpretentious offices of diamond dealers, diamond polishers, diamond setters, lapidaries, makers of lenses and makers of fine instruments for the optical and gem trades. This narrow street was
  the channel through which the diamonds of Africa flowed out to the world.


  They soon found Kirby Street, where they were halted by a uniformed constable. He allowed them to pass, and they stopped where a line of police vehicles and a group of officers were clustered at
  the scene of the crime. Traill alighted, a big, broad, bony man in a dark grey suit, and a felt hat which he had rammed down straight upon his greying ginger head. His craggy, brick-red face was
  hard, and his blue eyes harder. Men moved away so that he could see. He thrust his huge hands into his pockets and stood narrow-eyed, looking down at the body.


  Dacre came to stand beside him. The sergeant was not quite so tall as his governor, but he possessed admirable light-heavy-weight proportions. He also wore a dark suit and felt
  hat. The hat had been pushed carelessly to the back of his head and the suit was by no means new, but his fine shoulders, lean flanks, straight limbs and erect, easy bearing gave him an air of
  elegance. He was handsome, with clear intelligent eyes. He had a look of quickness. Though his knowledge of the works of Charles Dickens might have been hazy and uncertain, his knowledge of London
  characterparticularly criminal characterwas equal to that of the great writer. He was a typical detective sergeant of the younger, smarter type. He knew his onions.


  The dead man lay on his back. He had been a young man with a thin, sensitive face, though his physique had been adequate. He lay in the thirty-inch space between two parked cars. His light
  overcoat, coat, and waistcoat were open. The waistband of his trousers was undone and his shirt was disarranged. To Traill that meant only one thing. Somebody had searched him for a money belt.


  The police surgeon of E Division had just risen to his feet after an examination of the body. He picked up his bag. Get it to the mortuary when youve gone through your
  programme, he said to nobody in particular. Ill have to go through the motions, though theres absolutely no doubt about the cause of death.


  How many wounds, Doctor? Traill asked.


  Just the one. In the back of the neck with a broad-bladed knife. Or maybe it was a trowel.


  Are you sure it could have been a trowel?


  Perhaps I shouldnt have said that. It could have been done with a specially sharpened trowel, but a very broad knife is a more likely weapon. The doctor grinned.
  I might say that it could have been done with one of those Roman shortswords, except that London crooks dont usually carry them.


  Would you say that the intention was to kill, and not merely to disable?


  The intention was to kill. The blow was struck with terrific force. The spinal cord is almost completely severed. Look. The doctor turned the body very carefully, then as carefully
  replaced it.


  Could you tell me if he was wearing a money belt when he was killed?


  I looked for signs of that, but did not see any. Ill look again at the mortuary.


  Id be glad if you would, said Traill.


  The surgeon went away. Detectives resumed the work of preliminary investigation. Some dusted for fingerprints, in case the murderer had touched one of the two cars. Others went on with the usual
  work of measurement and photography. A small army of them were already making inquiries around the neighbourhood.


  Traill stood aside with a detective inspector of E Division. Who found the body? he asked.


  A P.C. on the beat. The inspector raised his voice and beckoned. Richards, come here a minute will you?


  P.C. Richards approached unhappily. This was a very bad show, from his point of view. If only he could have caught that fellow. . . .


  Tell your story to Superintendent Traill, said the inspector.


  Richards told his story, omitting nothing. He was too old a hand to make excuses for himself in a matter so serious as this.


  Traill understood him perfectly, and he saw no reason to be censorious. The man had done what he could in a matter which had at first seemed trivial, and he had at least been thorough enough to
  return and look for damage to a car.


  A girl with a camera, the Yard man said thoughtfully. Its a pity she declined to give her name. If shes a tourist she might be going back to Devon or Yorkshire
  tomorrow. Or maybe America or New Zealand.


  I got the impression she was a Londoner, sir, said Richards.


  And probably youre right. You wouldnt expect to find a tourist in Saffron Hill, would you? Was she one of these women Press photographers, do you think?


  She could be, sir. But not one of the hard-faced sort. She was a bit of a lady, Id say, and very well-spoken.


  Mmmm. That cuts out the possibility of her being a female smudge boy. Ill put a man on the Press angle. Its a shame her film was pinched.


  A great shame, sir, said P.C. Richards with feeling.


  When the body was moved, Traill followed it to the mortuary in his car. He and Dacre waited while the body was stripped. It was his intention to examine the clothes and personal possessions, and
  then send them to the forensic laboratory. Evidence of identity had still not been found. There were no letters, no documents, and no tailors label on the clothes.


  He watched, and saw the bandage on the dead mans thigh as soon as anyone.


  Ah, heres something, he said. Hold on a minute. Let me look at that.


  The bandage covered a bulge on the inside of the thigh. It was pinned, so that it did not need to be cut to preserve the knot. It was also firmly attached to the thigh with adhesive tape. When
  it was taken off, a small bag of chamois leather was revealed. Traill held out his hand for it.


  He opened the bag, and poured uncut crystals into the palm of his hand. They were all regularly octahedral in shape and all about the same size, being somewhat larger than the diamonds on a pack
  of cards. They were rather cold to the touch, and felt slightly greasy. Traill had been told that that was how genuine rough should feel.


  He counted the stones twice over. There were two dozen. Well, he said. Thats what I call a nice parcel.


  Rough diamonds, begad, said Dacre.


  In Hatton Garden? What else? Traill replied.
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