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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


  At ten minutes past five on a dull, dry Saturday afternoon in April, Detective Constable Brabant walked into the A Division C.I.D. office of the Granchester City Police. Only
  his friend Detective Constable Robieson was there, passing the sixth day of his week of reserve duty in the filing of Police Gazettes.


  Whereve you been? Robieson demanded.


  Brabant hung his hat on one of a row of hooks. Match, he said curtly, starting to take off his raincoat.


  Oh, aye. Did you take a little buffet?


  There was no answer. It was an old gibe, that young Brabant in a crowd would be unable to watch a sporting event without standing on a stool. The little buffet had often been
  mentioned as the means by which he had attained the minimum height standard of the force. But, though he was the smallest man in the C.I.D., he was not small. His body was so compact and nicely
  proportioned that he looked shorter than his actual height. Physically, he was more formidable than some men who looked bigger. And what he lacked in inches he made up in brains. He was one of the
  most knowledgeable men in the department.


  Who won? Robieson wanted to know.


  City. Two one.


  Did you get a sight of your client?


  No. There was so much emphasis on the monosyllable that Robieson looked up from his work and stared. Brabant offered no explanation. Guvnor in? he asked.


  Robieson nodded. Brabant walked to the door of Detective Chief Inspector Martineaus office and knocked. While his friend still watched him, he entered and closed the door.


  The D.C.I. was at his desk, frowning over a statement. A stranger might have thought that something in the statement had displeased him. But his hard, rather handsome face was usually forbidding
  when he was considering some matter. It was an expression produced by twenty years contemplation of the misdeeds of the million denizens of Granchester.


  Yes? he said without looking up.


  Ive been at the football match, sir. On those Larceny-Person jobs.


  Martineau looked up then, and the change was remarkable. His keen gray eyes showed intelligence and tolerance, and a certain humor. And now youre going to tell me youve
  nailed a pickpocket? he suggested.


  No, sir. Ive had my wallet lifted.


  The other man was unable to suppress a sudden guffaw. But Brabant could not even raise a sheepish smile. The tale of his misfortune was not yet ended.


  Martineau still grinned. Youll have to make out a crime report, wont you? And put yourself on the case. What else have you in your drawer?


  Those stolen bicycles.


  Youll be able to manage those as well. All right, go and make out that report.


  Brabant hesitated. He looked even more unhappy. My warrant card was in the wallet, sir, he confessed.


  Martineaus grin faded. Warrant cards are the credentials of British policemen. The loss of one is a serious matter. They are usually small, embossed folders of fine leather, though they
  vary in size and color in different police forces. By a strange official oversight, the warrant cards of many forces do not contain a photograph of the holder. Brabants did not. It could be
  fraudulently used by any man of a suitable appearance.


  You might get it back when you find your whizz boy, the D.C.I. said. In the meantime youll have to ask the chief clerk to issue you a temporary one.


  Yes, sir. Martineaus voice had not been comforting, and if it had been Brabant would have been surprised. Help he might have received, but not sympathy. Sympathy was for
  softer people than the men of A Division C.I.D.


  How much money did you lose?


  Ten or eleven pounds. Im not sure to a pound.


  Anything else?


  My driving license.


  You can get that replaced, cant you?


  The words were a dismissal. Brabant was turning away when Martineau asked, Who won the match?


  City, sir. By one goal.


  Mmmm. The chief inspector was mildly pleased. They did well to beat the Spurs.


  His eyes and his attention returned to his work, the frown reappearing. Brabant went sadly away to report his loss to the chief clerk. He had no hope of keeping the matter secret. It was too
  rich a joke against the C.I.D. for the chief clerks staff to suppress. Eventually the whole force would know. He would be ragged to death. Fellows would say he had been standing on a little
  buffet looking for pickpockets when a small man reached over his shoulder and hoisted his wallet.


  


  Chapter Two


  The Thorne Agency was housed in two town residences in an inner suburb where the well-built, middle-class homes of last century had been converted for commercial purposes.
  Brabant called there on Tuesday morning, and passed through swinging doors into a hallway which did not seem to have been altered except for the addition of the doors, an inquiry window and a lift.
  He liked the atmosphere of the place; the old, dull but by no means worn-out carpet, the gloss on a solid table and a broad stair rail, the smell of the polish which had produced the gloss, the
  daffodils on the table in a vase which was definitely Victorian, the dark portrait in oils on the wall, painted at a time when artists saw their subjects almost the same as other people saw them.
  Everything indicated that this was a sound, old-established and possibly old-fashioned business.


  It did not matter whether Brabant liked it or not. He had only come to see the office boy about a stolen bicycle. The boys name was Alexander Brown. He was seventeen and young for his
  age, and he was interviewed by Brabant in a small room which seemed to be a sort of porters office.


  The interview was routine. Alexander had been in the habit of coming to work on his bicycle, which he had left in an open shed in the large backyard of the premises. The backyard gate was always
  wide open, because other employees of the firm liked to park their cars in there. Alexander had left his bicycle in the yard at nine oclock on Monday morning, and at half past twelve it had
  been missing. Sensibly he had made inquiries to see if some colleague had borrowed it. Evidently nobody had, and so he had reported the matter to the police.


  Brabant was almost at the end of the task of getting all available information from the boy when the telephone rang. Seemingly the caller was speaking on an internal line. His voice was audible
  on both sides of the desk.


  Alex, have you been to Pringles yet? he asked.


  No, Mr. Forrest, the boy answered. Theres a detective here, wanting to know about my bike.


  Ah, I see. There was a long pause. Look. When hes finished with you, would you ask him if hell come up here and see me? And then go at once to
  Pringles.


  Yes, Mr. Forrest, Alex answered. Throughout the conversation he had seemed quite untroubled about the delayed errand. Apparently Mr. Forrest was not harsh in his dealings with
  junior members of the staff.


  Brabant finished his bicycle inquiry and intimated that he would now see Mr. Forrest. Alex seemed to think that the journey was not worth the use of the lift, because he led the way up wide,
  shallow stairs to the floor above. Forrests office door had no name on it. Alex opened it and departed. Brabant went through and found himself in a secretarys office which was very
  modern indeed. And it had a modern secretary. The detective thought he had never seen a prettier girl. She was petite, but perfect.


  Her smile was professional but pleasant. Yes? she asked.


  Morning, he answered. My name is Brabant. C.I.D. A Mr. Forrest wants to see me.


  Really? She seemed surprised, but she did not question the assertion. She spoke on the internal line. Mr. Forrest, theres a police officer to see you.


  She was answered, and then she inclined her head toward a farther door. Will you go through, please?


  Brabant went, but at the door he turned to have another look at the girl. Like most of his movements the turn was quicker than it seemed, and he saw that she had been watching him. His grin
  could have been described as cheeky. She did her best, but her answering frown had no hauteur in it. It hid a smile. He liked that. He started to think that she was a bit of all right, that
  girl.


  Forrests own office was in the tradition of downstairs: clean and comfortable; solid, highly polished and dowdy. Forrest himself, rising to his full height of five feet three, was a gray
  wisp of a man. His heavy executives horn-rims seemed to be the strongest thing about him. He made Brabant feel like a giant.


  Im John Forrest, he said simply, offering his hand across the big mahogany desk. Thank you for coming up, officer.


  Not at all, Mr. Forrest. My name is Brabant, Detective Constable. What can I do for you?


  Forrest did not immediately answer. He offered a chairroomy, black leatherand also offered a choice of cigarette or cigar. When his visitor had taken a seat and a cigarette he
  said, Ive been worried. When I heard there was a detective downstairs with Alex it made up my mind for me.


  Brabant nodded and waited. This sounded as if it was going to be something and nothing. Trouble with a neighbor, maybe. Or kids causing annoyance.


  Though Im knocking on sixty, Forrest went on, sitting upright at the desk, Im only the junior partner here. Mr. Thorne is the head of the firm. And though he
  delegates all but a few of the biggest and oldest accounts, he is still the most important man. And he seems to be missing.


  Since when?


  Since half past seven Friday evening, when he left his club. The Granchester Club.


  You saw him there at that time?


  No. I got that from the club porter. He left here at half past four, and as far as I know he hasnt been back since. And I cant find anyone who has seen him.


  Could he have gone off for the weekend?


  Yes, but I dont think he did.


  Why?


  There was a hesitation which the policeman did not fail to notice. Then Forrest said, I just dont think so. Anyway, he would have been back by now. This is Tuesday. He has an
  important appointment at eleven oclock.


  Has he been in the habit of going away at weekends?


  Er, I couldnt say. His weekends are his own affair. Hes never failed to come into the office on Monday, or at least to contact the office.


  Brabant decided that there was something dodgy about Thornes weekends. He also realized that Forrest would need to be discreet. He was talking about the boss, who might walk in at any
  moment.


  Lets begin at the beginning, he said, and the beginning was a description of the missing man: James Gerald Thorne, fifty-eight years, about five feet ten inches, stoutly
  built but not unduly corpulent, florid complexion, nose somewhat aquiline, fleshy jowl, rather prominent blue eyes, gray hair thin on the front of the head and thinner on the top.


  Dress, Brabant said.


  He likes light suits, gray, or a dogs-tooth check. Hes usually quite dapper. Pays attention to his appearance.


  What was he wearing when you saw him last?


  That would be Friday afternoon. Im almost sure he was wearing a plain gray suit, lighter than this Im wearing.


  What about his habits?


  He drinks, but I dont know how much. Smokes cigars, but not too many. You would do better at his club for that sort of information. I believe hes a convivial
  soul.


  What family has he?


  None. His wife was a chronic invalid, ill for years. Some sort of arthritis. She died about six weeks ago. The house is in Grange Park, a very fine house. He closed it soon after his wife
  died, and left the gardener in charge. Hes living at the Blackthorn Inn. They havent seen him since Friday, either.


  You say his wife was a chronic invalid. Does he have another woman, or women?


  Mr. Forrest seemed to be a little shocked by the bluntness of the question. But he gave it his full consideration.


  I suppose you have a right to ask that sort of thing. I cant answer. He is my partner, but in a way hes my boss. I can say I dont know anything
  wrong about him.


  But you can guess?


  Im not doing any guessing just now.


  Fair enough. Is he wealthy?


  I believe hes very wealthy, but I cant say just how wealthy.


  Is he a gambler?


  Only in a very mild way. Five shillings on a horse, that sort of thing. Hes a typical clubman. When he goes to the races he goes for the outing.


  Golf?


  Not these days. Not for years.


  What sort of car does he drive?


  Thats a good question. Find his car, you find him. But his car is in Birmingham or Wolverhampton or around there. At the makers.


  How come?


  Its a Jensen. Fiberglass body. Nearly new. A week ago somebody gave it a knock while it was out at the front here. He decided hed let the makers put it right. Hes
  very fond of the car.


  So hes not using a car?


  He seems to have used taxicabs mostly, though he could have used his wifes Rolls if hed liked. Unless hes sold it. Well have to find out about that.


  Brabant nodded, and wrote Hire car? in his notebook. Thorne could have hired a car if he had wanted to go for a weekend jaunt.


  Is there any special place he likes to go to? Or any special hotel?


  I dont know. That again is something youll have to ask elsewhere. Ive never heard him say he was fond of any particular place.


  Youve made inquiries at the Granchester Club and the Blackthorn Inn. Have you looked anywhere?


  Er, no. I see what you mean. Like at the house. Some sort of an accident. Oh dear, and I never thought of asking around the hospitals.


  Or his doctor?


  No. I never thought of his doctor. JimMr. Thorneis a very healthy man. Ive never known him ail anything apart from flu and such.


  Did he start this business himself?


  No. His father started it. He was a very astute and far-seeing man.


  What are you agents for?


  Motor components, mostly. American, Continental or British, were not fussy. Old Mr. Thorne got in very early in the game. He had a shrewd nose for a winner, usually before it had
  been accepted as a workable appliance by the trade.


  You mean things like Andr shock absorbers?


  All kinds of things for cars, though we never had the Andr. We have missed one or two good things. But we do quite well. Weve had some of our connections for forty
  years.


  Very interesting. Do you mind if I start by having a look round the place?


  Not at all. Id show you round myself, but Ive got to keep Mr. Thornes appointment in a few minutes.


  Perhaps your secretary could show me round?


  Yes. Forrest spoke to the intercom. Miss Rosedale, could you come in here a moment?
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