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  Maurice Procter and The Murder Room


   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


  THOUGH the place was within fifty yards of Granchesters brightest and busiest shopping street, it was not easy to find. But once the stranger had
  ventured along the dingy alley, he could walk past the little shop with its discreet sign, Your depot for Durex, and see a doorway where a dim lamp shone its light down on wet
  cobbles. Then if his eyes were tolerably good he would be able to read the sign beneath the lamp, and it would inform him that he had arrived at an establishment with the peculiar name of Jimmy
  Ganders. Inside (if he were fool enough to enter) he would find that there was nothing to support such whimsy. It was a gin palace, and less inviting than most: one long shabby room with a long
  bar, a row of iron-legged tables on the other side, running parallel with the bar, a dais at the far end, upon which an upright piano and a set of drums stood forlorn, doors in the corners on each
  side of the dais, marked respectively Ladies and Gents, girlie advertisements for champagne cider on the walls, and little else save glasses, bottles, beer pumps, barmen
  and customers.


  In Jimmy Ganders, at eight-thirty on a dark, drizzling September evening, there were some two dozen customers. Most of them were regulars. Others were there because the place had a certain
  notoriety: they were curious, or they had heard that willing girls could be found there. There was a group of pimply youths, talking in low voices, giggling, eyes all over the place. There were two
  American soldiers, talking earnestly to each other. There were lonely men, standing at the bar, taking covert glances at other mens women. Nearly all the women there seemed to be with their
  own men, but the circumstance did not stop them from casting bold glances around. They were not smart or beautiful women, but they were not without their attractions.


  A young man entered, and as he walked to the bar he surveyed the room with casual thoroughness. He nodded to one or two people, and his nods were returned without enthusiasm. He was an
  habitu of the place, and typical of its rougher sort. He was sturdy, fresh-faced, blond, blue-eyed. Physically he should have been attractive, but his eyes were cold and shallow, and the
  abnormal forward thrust of the lower jaw made his loose lips pout aggressively even in repose. He wore a baggy, dirty suit, a soiled, crumpled collar and a wrinkled tie, and an old van
  drivers cap. He ordered a pint of bitter and stood alone, drinking it.


  The young man was followed into the room by an older man; a little, narrow-shouldered rat of a man in a shiny old blue serge suit, a grimy muffler, and a check cap worn at a jaunty angle. The
  red-rimmed eyes in his sly, pinched face were busy from the moment he entered, but his glance roved no more after it had rested upon the young man he followed. He stopped at the bar a yard or two
  away from his quarry, without appearing to have noticed him. He shivered in his threadbare suit, and announced to the barman who came that he would treat himself to rum and peppermint.


  He received his drink, sipped it, grimaced with pleasure, and looked at his neighbour. Hallo, Ewart lad, he said in glad surprise, moving nearer.


  The young fellow looked down at him with tolerant unwelcome. How do, he grunted.


  Nasty night, the little man said, and Ewart nodded.


  There was a brief silence. The little man looked around the room and remarked: Quiet in here.


  Quiet everywhere, Ewart replied, and he permitted himself a small, secret grin.


  Youre telling me, was the rejoinder. Everybodys scared stiff.


  Im not scared.


  Well, Im not, come to that. My nose is clean.


  Is it? Youre Martineaus grasshopper. Everybody knows that.


  The little man was injured. Nay, Ewart! I never sung to a cop in me life. I did me stretch at Farways, didnt I? Does that sound as if Id grass?


  Ewart did not reply. The little man, whose name was Willis Cooper, contemplated his drink before he took another sip. Then he asked: Hows the job going?


  Not so bad, Ewart replied. He wasofficiallyout of work, and he knew that the other man knew it.


  They tell me theyre short of labourers in the plumbing trade? Willis ventured, watching closely.


  Ewart did not react, except to say without interest: I never done no plumbing. But he could see Willis in the back-bar mirror. Through the mirror he had seen Willis enter the room,
  and he had grimly watched the make-believe of an accidental meeting. Willis, who was subtle, never thought of the mirror. Mirrors are so obvious.


  Willis was slightly disappointed, and he began to wonder if he had got hold of a cock-and-bull tale. But his insatiable curiosity drove him. He tried another seemingly innocent question.


  Have you and Tom Egan fallen out, or what? he wanted to know. When I saw you both in the Prodigal Son you didnt seem to be speaking.


  Ive no quarrel with Tom, but we never were right friendly.


  Not friendly enough to talk in a bar, but friendly enough to be gabbing very confidential in a back-alley off Bishopsgate, said Willis in quick triumph.


  Ewart hooded his light eyes. So what? he demanded calmly. What about it?


  Nowt, lad, nowt, Willis disclaimed. He sipped his drink thoughtfully.


  Then it was Ewart who spoke. Are you all right for cash? he asked softly.


  Why, you got some to spare?


  No, I could do with some.


  Sorry, Ive got none to lend. Ill give you a winner for tomorrow, though. Hammerfest. Ive followed it through the season.


  Hammerfest. Whats it at?


  Eights. And itll win, said Willis with certainty. But he seemed to have become bored with Ewart. His manner had changed. He finished his drink, said Cheerio
  without friendliness, and went out.


  In the mirror Ewart watched the departure. Then he stood in thought. The plumbing trade, he muttered. He drank off his beer in one long swig, flung a curt word to the barman, and
  followed Willis.


  When he looked outside, the alley was deserted. He ran a-tiptoe to the end, and peered cautiously round the corner into Lacy Street. He saw Williss small figure moving along under the
  bright lights. His tense attitude relaxed a little. Willis was not going towards Police Headquarters, at any rate. But he could be going to keep a street-corner appointment with a detective. Or he
  could use a telephone. Ewart crossed the road, and continued to follow at a safe distance.


  He saw Willis walk past a public telephone kiosk, and he sighed for another danger averted. Now, unless there was to be a meeting with a policeman, there was no great hurry. Willis
  Coopers insatiable curiosity had not yet led him to discover enough to excite his equally strong impulse to tell what he knew.


  Willis turned the corner from Lacy Street into Tyburn Street, and Ewart guessed where he was going. When Willis went along a narrow street called Higgitts Passage, the other man waited a
  full minute before he followed. In Higgitts Passage there was a small inn which went by the name of The Prodigal Son. It stood at the junction of the passage and a narrow back street which
  ran parallel to the main street. Here were the walls of the backyards of shops. Ewart climbed the wall of the nearest yard and stood upon it, so that he could look across the passage downward into
  the lighted bar of the inn.


  He stood quite still upon the wall, his excellent eyes glinting with some strong excitement. He could see half a dozen of the customers in the inn. He saw Willis in conversation with a man of
  powerful physique, clad in flannel trousers and a gaudy yellow and black sweater. Willis was talking; the big man was saying little in reply. As he watched, Ewart curled his thin lips and spat out
  a profane word.


  He jumped down from the wall and hurried into Lacy Street, to the nearest telephone box. He entered the box and dialled a number he knew.


  Hallo, someone answered. Who is speaking?


  Im needing a plumber, Ewart replied, knowing that his voice would be recognized. Have you a man available?


  I may have, said the person at the other end. Whats your trouble?


  Ewart turned in the box so that he could look across Lacy Street. Im having trouble with a W.C., he said.


  A water closet? the voice said patiently, but as yet without understanding. Whats the matter with it?


  It leaks. Im afraid itll do some damage.


  Is it a serious leak?


  Well, I think its serious.


  What does it require?


  It wants taking out altogether. Youll never repair it.


  Have we been called to this water closet before?


  I prefer to call it a W.C. You know it all right. You looked at it last year, said Ewart. And at that moment he saw Willis Cooper come from Tyburn Street and walk up Lacy
  Street.


  I think I know the one, said the Plumber. Lets see, whats the address?


  You know, just up Lacy Street. Im looking at the blasted thing now. Id like you to attend to this matter as soon as you possibly can, otherwise there might be trouble with
  the sanitary authorities.


  Ill send a man straight away, said the Plumber.


  Ewart left the phone box and went to the Prodigal Son. He entered the bar like a warm breeze. Evening all, he said cheerily, and then he looked at the clock. Five past
  nine? he queried in a shocked voice. Id no idea it was so far on. Here, Doug, is your clock right?


  Douglas Savage, who managed the inn for his aged mother, looked up sharply from the glass of beer which he was drawing.


  The clocks all right, he rasped. Whats the gag? Are you drawing my attention to the time?


  Ewart was hurt. Cor! he said. I dont know whats come over everybody. You cant ask a civil question without somebody biting your head off.


  Doug eyed him, and remained silent.


  Oh, forget the perishing time, will you? Ewart jeered, aware that everyone in the room could hear him.


  Ill forget it, all right, said Doug grimly. You dont drag me into nothing.


  Ewart said: Fill me a pint and stop nattering. He moved along the little bar to the big man in the sweater. The big man acknowledged his approach with the faintest of nods.


  Have a pint, Tom, said Ewart.


  No thanks, said the big man coldly. Im just going.


  Oh, stay and have a pint, Tom, Ewart insisted.


  Tom gave him a quick stare. All right, he assented with bad grace. Ill just stay for the odd one.


  Ewart ordered the drink, and looked around the room. He smiled and spoke to a girl he knew. Then he spoke to a small, dark, dangerous-looking youth who sat at a table with a young blonde of
  remarkable shapeliness. Hallo, Alex, he said, but the little desperado only scowled at him.


  Whats the matter with you? demanded Tom Egan in a low voice. You drunk, or something?


  Never more sober, was the almost inaudible reply.


  You know were not supposed to be seen together.


  We are tonight. What was Willis Cooper talking about?


  Oh, this and that. He asked if Id seen you lately.


  He didnt say hed just seen me?


  No.


  Hes sniffing, Tom.


  Sure, he always is. Hell spill all he knows, but he dont know anything.


  Hes very fly. I think hes got hold of something. Hes getting warm.


  Well, he can always be cooled, cant he?


  He sure can. Thats why you and I are staying right here in this bar till closing time. Alex stays too. Give him the wire if he looks like going.


  I get you, said Tom. Good health. He raised his mug of beer and drank deeply. Then he belched lengthily, and said: You want to be careful, Ewart. That
  Is the clock right? stunt of yours was too much of a good thing. Itll make people wonder. The boss wont like it.


  Why, will you tell him?


  No, said Tom. But somebody might.


  Ewart thought that the business of establishing an alibi had been very neatly done. Ah, youre crackers! he said with contempt. He was very cunning, but not very
  intelligent.
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