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  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


  DETECTIVE CONSTABLE MAFFIN tapped on the half-open door of Chief Inspector McCools office and
  intruded his head. He said: A P.C. just brought in Johnny Rodrick, sir. Caught him in Sayles.


  So hes the one, said McCool. He and his staff had been mildly worried about a recent series of evening shop-breakings. He turned away from his desk and rose to his feet.
  Well hear what he has to say.


  Maffin stood aside from the doorway, his hard, dark, reckless-looking face alive with expectation. Now we might clear some stuff, sir, he said.


  McCool nodded. Rodricks reaction to a clean capture would be typically professional. An unprofitable man to talk to normally, he would make a clearance of every crime he had committed as
  soon as he realized that a conviction was certain.


  Thinking about that, the detective inspector led the way through the main C.I.D. office and along the corridor to the charge-room. Walking behind, Maffin looked up at him. McCool was noticeably
  tall even among policemen. His long legs were moving in a strolling gait, but to stay at his elbow Maffin had to stride.


  Elegant bastard, Maffin mused, without rancour. McCool had led him into and out of trouble many a time, and that well-tailored back was as familiar to him as the lean, handsome
  face. Had it not been for his broad shoulders, the man would actually have been slender, but he was known to have a backbone like a steel spring and a punch like a striking python. In the days when
  young policemen had been broken in on hard, pugnacious Irish labourers instead of Teddy Boys, the probationer McCool had proved that he knew how to fight. Now, when he was head of the towns
  Criminal Investigation Department, that tough reputation was still remembered.


  He led the way into the charge-room, which was conveniently placed behind the front office, and between that office and the cell corridor. He came upon a scene which was common enough in there.
  The prisoner, Rodrick, and a young constable in uniform were glowering at each other, while a burly, placid gaoler was going through Rodricks pockets. The station sergeant was standing by
  with his pen poised over the charge book.


  Name? the sergeant was asking.


  Same as last time, Rodrick snapped.


  The sergeants expression did not change. Same name, he said, as he began to write. Same address, same occupation, same useless bloody nuisance.


  You can talk. Wait till the beak sees this eye.


  McCool had already noticed Rodricks black eye. Somebody hit you? he asked pleasantly.


  Rodrick, a wiry man of medium height, about thirty years old, glared along his rat nose at the constable. He did. Ill get him the sack for it.


  The constable, named Berry, was a few years younger and a good deal bigger and heavier. And he was indignant. Look here, sir, he protested. He stooped and pulled up a leg of his
  blue uniform trousers. Above a glossy black boot and a thick woollen sock a hacked shin could be seen. He tried to kick me feet from under me, the youngster explained. I hit
  him accidentally while I was getting a hold on him.


  Thats a tale, Rodrick fumed. The inspector knows I dont fight bobbies. Its the kick was an accident.


  I hear you found him in Sayles, McCool interposed.


  Yessir. Berry was rather proud of that. I found one of the back doors jemmied. I started to go in, and then I thought Id better comply with General Orders and get the
  place surrounded. Then the burglar alarm went off, just for a few seconds. I knew then hed be away in a minute, so I went in. He came running down the main staircase right into me
  arms.


  So you arrested him. Was he alone?


  The young mans pride began to evaporate. He became aware of pitfalls. II think so, sir.


  Did you bring him out the back way?


  No, sir. One of the front doors has a latch. I just waltzed him out that way and slammed the door behind me.


  Then the back door is still open? Whos looking after the place?


  Berry was completely deflated. Nobody, sir. I was just going to mention it.


  McCools glance slid to Maffin. Bring my car round, he said softly, and Maffin departed in haste.


  Did you look into Sayles office at all? McCool went on.


  No, sir, the P.C. confessed. I had me hands full with this fellow.


  Hes made a proper orchestra stalls of it, Rodrick crowed. Theyll be sending him home to Mamma.


  Be careful. He might close your other eye, McCool warned him, in his deceptively gentle voice. Did you have a mate in there?


  Youd better go and look, Copper.


  A hard glint suddenly appeared in the inspectors eyes, and Rodrick was reminded of something he had temporarily forgottenthat Copper McCool would put up with a little insolence,
  but only a little. He stepped back a pace although McCool had not moved.


  There was one more question, which had to be asked there and then. How long have Sayles had a burglar alarm? the inspector wanted to know.


  The station sergeant replied. They havent, sir.


  I distinctly heard it, the P.C. said. It was like a little bell, but quite loud. It went for about ten seconds. I thought Rodrick had started it, and then cut the circuit or
  something.


  McCool turned to Rodrick. Did you hear it?


  Hes dreaming, the prisoner said scornfully. I heard no burglar alarm.


  You couldnt, said the sergeant. There isnt one.


  McCool was turning away. I want the place surrounded, he said. And get on to the fire station and see if they know anything about an alarm.


  He went out of the building with long, swift strides. His plain C.I.D. car, a big Humber, was at the kerb, and Maffin was at the wheel. McCool slipped into the seat beside him and the car sped
  along quiet Bull Row which gave its name to the police buildings, around the big circular rose garden which made the Horsemarket roundabout, down the wide main street called Commonside to
  Sayles Store.


  The shop windows along this wide, straight thoroughfare were brilliantly lighted, eclipsing the glare of the sodium street lights. Sayles big display windows were possibly the brightest
  of all. Selwyn Sayle might quibble at the cost of burglar alarms and fire precautions, but he would spare no expense in drawing attention to his wares.


  Maffin stopped the car in front of the stores. No other car stood at the kerb there, and at that time, half past nine, there were only a few people in sight. As McCool alighted he stared around,
  sniffing the air of the clear, dark October night. His glance moved along the darkened upper windows on both sides of the street. This was pure habit, as was his look at every pedestrian and every
  car in view.


  The two detective officers went along the alley which led to the yard behind Sayles. In the yard they found a door which had been deeply bitten by a jemmy in a ruthless hand. McCool
  glanced briefly at the riven jamb, then switched off his flashlight. He and his companion followed the recent example of P.C. Berry, and entered Sayles in darkness. They were in a
  stock-room, and they saw a clear way through it to an open doorway where faint light invited them. They passed through to the ground floor of the shop itself, and this, at first, appeared to be a
  place of strong moonlight. The moonlight came indirectly from the display windows, through the clear space above the rich, heavy curtains which screened the interior of the shop from
  window-gazers.


  McCool stared around. The long counters shone darkly. Glass and bright metal glimmered. He imagined that he could smell metal, because this department sold every kind of hand tool on the market.
  And each tool was the best obtainable, and priced accordingly.


  The silence, the stillness and the eerie glow had no effect on Maffin. He spoke into McCools ear because that person was behaving as if stealth were necessary. Seen the
  titfer? he whispered hoarsely.


  McCool breathed a reply. He had seen the hat. It was lying on the counter which was nearest to the small front door with the latch lock. To him there was something very strange about that hat,
  because Johnny Rodrick had never worn it and never would wear it. Johnny went bare-headed, winter and summer.


  Feeling oddly disturbed, he went and picked up the hat. It was a mans light-grey velour, an expensive piece of headgear in new condition. If Rodrick had had an accomplice that night the
  man would not have worn a hat like that. It made a complication in what should have been a straightforward case. It was the second complication.


  McCool shrugged, and replaced the hat. He was an imaginative man, but also a policeman of much practical experience. There would probably be a simple explanation of the hat, and the so-called
  burglar alarm as well. He went to one of the window curtains and drew it a little aside to look into the street. The first thing he saw was a police sergeant in uniform, looking at him through the
  window. The sergeant recognized him and raised a hand in acknowledgement. McCool made a little circle in the air with his finger and moved head and eyebrows slightly in an interrogative manner. The
  sergeant nodded solemnly.


  McCool let the curtain fall into place. The shop is surrounded already, he said aloud, as he turned away from the window. If there is anybody hiding in here he
  wont get out. Lets have some light on the job.


  They found light switches, and then they returned to the hat. They looked at it.


  Happen Johnnys been doing a job at Dunns, Maffin suggested. Picked himself the best lid in the place, just for the hell of it.


  McCool shook his head. He handled the hat again, and looked at the makers name. No owners initials, he commented as he put it down. Where is Sayles
  private office?


  Maffin pointed. I think its tucked away in a corner over there, he said. Ive seen Sayle dashing in and out of there when Ive been in the
  shop.


  They went in that direction and found the office, which was the owners sanctum, a special little room used for special business, and almost a separate concern from his big office
  upstairs.


  The door was open. McCool stood in the doorway and switched on the light. He gazed at an open safe, and then he turned his head slightly to observe a heap of stained brown gabardine which lay on
  the floor. It was an untidy sight, even though the legs and feet which protruded from it were expensively trousered and immaculately shod.
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