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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


  THIS is going to be a real comic job, Detective Chief Inspector Martineau said bitterly, as he looked at the two bodies on the ground.
  Nobody is going to come shouting the odds about these characters.


  The bodies had been men in their early thirties, above medium height and strongly built. Their clothes were good, but in style and hue not quite in good taste. Both men had been shot. Each of
  them still had a short, leather-covered club attached to his right wrist by a thong. They were lying some eight yards apart.


  The police surgeon of the division was on his knees beside one of the bodies. He stood up and turned to Martineau. This one has had his head battered and his knuckles rapped, but not
  seriously, he said. I think well find that bullets were the cause of death in both cases. Do you know this fellow?


  Bert Kaplan, the policeman growled, looking down at the body without pity. And the other one is Joe Ray. A couple of deadlegs.


  Dead is the word, said the doctor as he turned away. Ill see them later.


  Martineau stood watching his subordinates doing routine work with cameras and tape measures. He was a big, strong man, one of the most formidable of a thousand big men in the Granchester police.
  He wore a good suit of darkish grey, and, perplexed, he had pushed his hat to the back of his head. A sodium light overhead made his strong, not unhandsome face seem more than usually forbidding,
  and it showed his hair to be so blond that the grey in it could hardly be discerned even in daylight.


  He looked up and down the wide, brightly-lit street, which was deserted except for the group of detectives, and empty of traffic except for police cars. He looked at the second-rate shops with
  the glimmering windows of dingy offices above them. He thought of the little side streets which were so busy in the daytime, with offices, workshops, warehouses and small factories all
  higgledy-piggledy, solid businesses and struggling, shaky concerns mixed up anyhow. The side streets would be excellent avenues of escape for a slinking murderer who knew his way, with not a soul
  to see him go, and no residents to be awakened by the sound of his shots. A real comic job.


  Detective Sergeant Devery approached. He was as tall as the chief inspector, but younger and slimmer. A cruiserweight. It had been said in the past, by men since proved to be wrong, that Devery
  was much too handsome to make a good policeman.


  Well, sir, he asked. Do we go and do the obvious?


  See Costello, you mean? Hell be having a party with a popsie.


  While somebody strews the streets with the bodies of his boys?


  Im betting he doesnt know about this do yet. If I could get it quick, Id like to have something to work on when I talk to him.


  They were joined by the motor patrol officer who had discovered the bodies. Headquarters would like to speak to you, sir, he said to Martineau.


  The detective went to sit in the car. He announced himself. Yes, sir, one moment, said the disembodied voice of Headquarters. Then: Here it is. A phone call reporting the
  shooting in Burleigh Street. At twelve fifty-seven.


  One of our own men found the bodies at twelve forty-three.


  That is so, sir. I asked this man why he hadnt reported the matter sooner, and he said that he hadnt had the time.


  Oh, he did, did he? Whats his name?


  He declined to give name or address, sir.


  Mmmm. Where was he calling from?


  He refused to say. I made every effort to elicit the information.


  A public telephone box?


  Yes sir. I heard him press Button A.


  What did he give you?


  The time of the shooting, for a start. He said: Twelve-thirty, as near as dammit.


  Thats about right according to the vet. What else?


  He claimed to be an eye-witness. Briefly, sir, he said he saw two men chasing another man along Burleigh Street. The man who was being chased was carrying a brown fibre suitcase. When the
  others caught up with him he turned and shot them, and ran away. The witness said that it looked like a case of justifiable homicide.


  A what?


  A case of justifiable homicide.


  He used those actual words?


  Yes, sir. I asked how he knew that the suitcase was of fibre, and not leather. He did not reply immediately, then he said: Im sure it was fibre. This is his
  description of the man with the gun: A man in his twenties, of medium height, slim but nicely built, rather a lot of dark hair, dark trousers, a jerkin or jacket which looked like brown
  leather, probably crpe-soled shoes because he made no sound when he was running, no hat.


  Well, thats something if its true. How did it seem to you?


  Hard to say, sir. He might be our man, throwing pepper at us.


  Only too likely. Anyway, I suppose youve put out the word on it?


  Yes. I kept asking the man questions, trying to detain him in the box till I could have him picked up, but he wouldnt wear it. He hung up on me.


  Too bad. You did very well. This number to stand by, said Martineau, then he turned and spoke through the open window of the car to Devery: So weve got a suspect, we
  hope.


  The sergeant listened to the description of the young man in the leather jacket. Never heard of him, he said.


  Me neither, the senior man said. Leather jacket. He wont be wearing it any more.


  A medium sized lad with a lot of dark hair. Theres a million of em.


  Im afraid so, Martineau sighed. Come along, lets go see Costello.


  Dixie Costello lived in the middle of the town, in a flat above a restaurant he owned. It was a good restaurant, and a luxurious flat. When Martineau and Devery arrived there at twenty-five
  minutes past one, Costellos white Rolls-Royce was standing outside his private entrance. There were lights in several rooms of the flat, and there was music too. Somebody was thumping a
  piano with verve, vigour and ability.


  Martineau pressed the bell button. He received no answer. He waited until the pianist came to the end of a popular chorus, then he pressed the bell insistently. Almost immediately the curtains
  were drawn back from a window, and Costello appeared. He opened the window, and looked down.


  Whos there? he demanded. Whaddyer want?


  Police, Martineau replied. A word with you, Dixie.


  Costello was disgusted. Coppers at this time of night! Come and see me in the morning.


  Well see you now. Its important.


  It couldnt be. Whats it about?


  Do you want me to shout it out?


  You can if you like. Ive got nothing to hide. But wait a minute, Ill let you in.


  The policemen waited. He seems half cut to me, Devery murmured.


  Yes, his companion agreed. But half cut hes smarter than most fellows when theyre cold sober.


  The street door was opened by a burly man of forty or so. He had a face which was both tough and sly. He was Ned Higgs, Costellos right-hand man for many years.


  Evening, Inspector, he said with a grin.


  Lead on, or get out of the way, Martineau growled.


  The grin remained on the face of Higgs. Dearie me, hes cross tonight, he mocked as the callers followed him up the stairs.


  They entered a large room with furnishings which gave the impression of comfort and careless luxury. The doors of a well-filled liquor cabinet stood wide open. The air was heavy with the odour
  of cigar smoke.


  The girl who had been punishing the baby grand now reclined with an elbow upon it, and beside the elbow there was a spirit glass which had been generously filled. She was a tall, shapely redhead
  typical of Costellos taste, and though she was very young she obviously was not recently from a convent, or any other ladies seminary. Her dress indicated that she had some taste but
  not much money. Therefore, it appeared, Dixie was not yet buying her clothes. She was a new girl and not yet a kept woman.


  Apparently, as far as she was concerned, the party was not spoiled by the arrival of two policemen. She smiled at them with muzzy alcoholic friendliness.


  Martineau glanced at the girl, nodded to Dixie, and turned to look at Higgs. The mans presence in the flat at that time of night had some significance, he was sure. Higgs was not there
  for social reasons, not when Dixie had a new girl for company.


  Are you the chaperone? he asked drily. Or are you waiting for news?


  News of what? Dixie demanded.


  News of success, of course. Good news.


  Were always ready for good news, but weve never known a copper ever bring any.


  I hope that will always be true as far as youre concerned, Dixie. But of course you werent waiting for the police, were you? You were waiting to hear how Kaplan and Ray had
  managed tonight.


  Bert and Joey? What they been up to? Dixie asked with just the right touch of nonchalant interest.


  Martineau was nonchalant too. He very carefully concealed his growing excitement. There had been no tremor in Dixies voice, but he had turned pale. Something had happened to make Dixie
  Costello turn pale!


  The detective studied him, seeing a broad but compactly built man of middle height; strong and obviously formidable. He was about the same age as Higgs but much better looking, and recently
   since an increasing amount of legitimate business had put him occasionally into the company of men of breeding  he had learned to conceal some of his ineradicable vulgarity. Nowadays
  the clothes he wore were quietly elegant, and diamonds no longer flashed on his fingers and his tie. His rasping voice no longer needed to carry the unspoken threat of razor and knuckle-duster. A
  shadowy authority had been his for a long time now, and an air of command seemed to be natural to him. He looked all right, the detective thought. He looked all right considering that he was a man
  who would conspire to any villainy to increase his wealth.


  Martineau realized that he had prodded his man in a place where it hurt. The murder of two of his followers? That was something which might make him angry and vengeful: it would not make him
  lose colour. If he had had a hand in the killings, he might be perturbed if he thought that the police had evidence against him. But he would have to hear the evidence, and pretty conclusive
  evidence at that, before the ruddy glow of health and whisky faded from his cheeks. So what could it be? What could make Dixie Costello go white in a night? Material loss? Ah yes!


  Dixie had received a hint that the police had made contact somewhere with Kaplan and Ray. That had upset him. If he did not know that the two men were dead, he probably had reason to think that
  they were under arrest, and that their arrest involved him in a heavy material loss. Which meant that he thought the police now had something which he considered to be his, but which he could not
  or dared not legally claim. Drugs? Jewels? Money? Stolen property in some form?


  Something which could be carried in a fibre suitcase?


  If Headquarters anonymous informant was telling the truth, Dixies men had been shot while trying to rob somebody. In all probability they had been acting under Dixies
  orders. Not knowing that they had been killed, and assuming that they were under arrest, Dixie would suppose that they had been caught in the act of robbery. Would the mere thought of that make him
  turn pale, even if the intended booty had been extremely valuable? Martineau decided that it would not affect him at all. Dixie was a gambler. Heavy losses might make him look sick, but failure to
  win the other fellows money would not.


  Putting the thing the other way round, if Kaplan and Ray had been carrying something valuable, and the mere notion that the police had picked them up turned Dixie white, then the something would
  be stolen property, which Dixie would regard as his own as soon as it came into his possession. Its loss would be a real loss to him. So it could be that Mr. Anonymous had shot and robbed Kaplan
  and Ray, and was now for some reason of his own trying to sell the police a revised version of the crime. Mr. Anonymous might be a thief, a liar, and a murderer.


  So it seemed, but it was only a theory. And as a theory it had one great weakness. The weakness was in the fact itself, if it was a fact. Two of Dixie Costellos men had been robbed of
  some of Dixies property. That was hard to believe. Dixie was in the habit of managing things better than that.


  What were Kaplan and Ray doing for you tonight? Martineau asked, and then he immediately realized that he had made a mistake. Dixies colour returned. If the police did not
  know what Kaplan and Ray had been doing, then everything might yet be all right for Dixie.


  They werent doing anything for me, he replied. If theyve got theirselves locked up, its their own funeral.


  How right you are. Have you had any new recruits to your mob lately?


  No. Things are quiet. And I dont like that talk about a mob. All my business is above board.


  Oh sure. Havent you had any young fellow hanging around, hoping for a job?


  That happens all the time. Kids hang around.


  I dont mean all the time. I mean in the last week or two.


  Well, I cant bring anybody to mind.


  You might, when I tell you what its all about.


  Im waiting for that. I thought I was going to have to wait all night.


  Kaplan and Ray are dead.


  There was a small, meaningless cry from the girl. That was all. The faces of Costello and Higgs were so set in guarded immobility that they seemed not to have heard. There was silence, and then
  Martineau said drily: An expression of sympathy is customary.


  Dixie shrugged. What happened? he asked quietly.


  They were shot. In Burleigh Street. They both had knobkerries in their hands when they were found. That could have been arranged by the man who shot them, of course.


  Dixie nodded. Sure, a fake.


  Now will you tell me what they were doing for you?


  They werent doing anything for me. Ive already told you that.


  You can tell me again, and I still wont believe you. Give me the truth.


  Dixie looked up to heaven, or at least to the ceiling, as if he would find patience there. He had taken his shocks and recovered his usual hard composure. He asked: Any idea who did
  it?


  I was hoping you might tell me.


  How would I know? Youre supposed to be the detective, not me.


  Yes, but Im not on the inside  yet.


  So you say. Then why ask me about this kid? The kid hanging around.


  That doesnt put me on the inside. It may be a wrong tip, anyway.


  Tell me, and see if I can help.


  At this stage I couldnt if I wanted to. Im handicapped by my official position.


  Dixie roared with laughter. Youre handicapped! he jeered when he could speak. Hell, your official position is all youve got. If you were working on a
  commission basis youd starve.


  Martineau had to grin. Dixie was amusing sometimes. Lets keep the chatter on the main subject, shall we? he suggested.


  Sure, sure. Lets see. You came here hoping Id tell you who did a shooting job I know nothing about. So I cant tell you.


  So?


  Well, I shall certainly make inquiries. I want to find that cowboy as much as you do. I cant afford to have my friends seen off in bundles of two.


  Thats something I wanted to talk to you about. If you happen to find this fellow, I want him. In one piece, not carved up.


  Youre prehistoric. Were not racecourse boys these days.


  Come off it. Youre not talking to the Daily News. I know every one of those roughriders of yours.


  They dont use guns, said Dixie softly.


  Not until now, they dont. Im warning you, Dixie. I think you know all about this job, already. I think youll start looking for one certain person as soon as
  Ive turned my back. You can please yourself about that, but if theres any unlicensed butchery, Ill make you cry.


  The boss mobster did not raise his voice. Inspector, he said, neither you, nor the sergeant there, nor your whole bloody police force can make Dixie Costello cry.


  Martineau grinned. Just one bobby will do it, Dixie, he said. Just the single one.
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