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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


  The hamlet of Kingsmead had only recently been enclosed within the boundaries of the great, greedy, growing city, and it was still pleasantly rural. Factories, shops, and
  blocks of flats were scheduled, but as yet not a sod of grass had been lifted.


  However, the tiny village was unfortunate enough to be beside a main road which entered the city from the southeast. The new boundary sign was at the beginning of a bend where the road emerged
  from a wood. The bend looked easy, but it was clearly marked: Dangerous. The finding of a wrecked car at this bend was the beginning of happenings which ultimately became a matter of
  concern to police chiefs of two continents.


  Acting upon information received, Constables Hapton and Marsh of the Granchester City Police arrived on the scene at 5:35 of a cloudless Saturday morning in early October. They climbed out of
  their Wolseley patrol car and looked at the wreck without enthusiasm, because they had been on duty all night and had hoped to be able to go home to bed at six oclock.


  Marsh was a man who seldom grumbled, because he had long since come to the conclusion that when there was no getting out of a job, then it might as well be done as cheerfully as possible. Hapton
  was less experienced, and though normally of a tranquil nature he was still a little inclined to grouse when he was told to do something today when it could perhaps more conveniently be done
  tomorrow.


  Both men ceased to think about unwanted overtime when they saw what make of car it was. Coo! said Marsh. Its an Aston Martin.


  At first there did not seem too much wrong with the car, but when they moved round to look at the damage on the near side they saw that it was indeed a ruin. Five or six thousand quid
  gone for a burton, Marsh commented.


  Yes, it looks like a write-off, Hapton agreed. I wonder what happened to the driver.


  He was lucky if he walked away from a bash-up like this, his colleague rejoined. He looked at a row of cottages a short distance away. They were the beginning of Kingsmead.


  Happen somebody in one of those cottages is giving him a cup of tea, he suggested.


  Temporarily he was the driver of the police car, and it was his duty to stay with it. Hapton knew all about that. He said, Ill go and see, and set off toward the
  cottages.


  As invariably happens to men on Nights, the coming of daylight had banished any tendency to be sleepy. As he walked along, Hapton reflected that this was the best time of day. The air was like
  wine, the sun would be up in a minute or two, and the birds were singing as if it were springtime. This weathers got them birds kidded, he surmised.


  He also reflected that it would not take a man very long to make inquiries at every dwelling in this place. At the farther end of the cottages there was a public telephone kiosk, near to the
  forecourt of an inn. Next to the inn were the premises of the village grocer-and-postmaster. Farther along were two more rows of cottages, and opposite the inn was a small church and a vicarage.
  Except for a small wooden cricket pavilion in the field behind the vicarage, that was the whole of Kingsmead.


  There were seven cottages in the first row, and all but the last one had drawn curtains. Hapton decided to try the last one first. It was right beside the telephone box. A man without the
  necessary threepenny piece to make a call might go to the cottage nearest the box.


  Before he reached the cottage the policeman saw the herald of the day for city dwellers. Rolling sedately from the direction of Granchester was the first double-decked bus of the morning. It
  stopped by the inn and reversed into the forecourt, then emerged to face the way it had come. The driver and conductor alighted and lit cigarettes. They looked curiously at Hapton as he
  approached.


  Mornin, said Hapton.


  Mornin, replied the bus driver. Whats up? Lost your scooter?


  Hapton hooked his thumb over his shoulder and said: Car run off the road back there. Hit a tree or two. Proper mess. Driver seems to have cleared off.


  The conductor glanced at his watch. Lets go and look, he suggested to his mate.


  They strolled away. Hapton turned away also, and he had his hand on the cottage gate when the door opened. A man emerged, and turned to lock the door behind him. He was short and sturdy, about
  sixty years of age. The suit he wore was old and soiled, and so was his cloth cap.


  Hapton waited for him. Mornin, dad, he said. Youre up early.


  Aye. I catch first bus every mornin bar Sunday. Got to be at me work by a quarter past six.


  Youre a timekeeper or summat?


  Aye.


  What time do you get up?


  A quarter to five. I like to have time for a good breakfast.


  Did you hear any bangin an crashin this mornin?


  Aye.


  See anybody knockin about?


  Aye.


  Hapton brought out his official notebook. Tell us about it, he suggested.


  I heard a proper clatter while it were still dark. It must-a woke me up. I put light on an looked at clock. It were just turned half past four. I put light out an laid
  there, but I couldnt get back to sleep. So about twenty-to I got up an turned me alarm off, an looked out otwinder to see what mornin were like. There were
  a man in telephone box, telephonin. Well, I didnt see as I had time to stand there watchin him, so thats all I can tell you.


  You didnt see or hear aught else?


  No, thats the lot.


  Thanks, said Hapton. He noted the mans name and allowed him to go to the bus. He made no more inquiries, but went back toward the wreck. The police had been told about that
  by a night haulage driver at 5:15, and not at 4:40. The man seen using the phone box must have been the driver of the Aston Martin. No doubt he had been asking some friend in Granchester to come
  and pick him up. So he couldnt have been badly hurt. Probably he would turn up later in the day to look at the damage, but in any case he would be easily traced. Because of this, Hapton had
  not even asked for a description of the man.


  He found Marsh making notes, while the busmen made comments about the broken car. It had been a smart vehicle, with a streamlined saloon body of gunmetal gray. Now it reclined sadly against a
  very large beech tree. The tree had suffered least in the collision.


  The bus driver moved forward saying: Whats it like inside? Marsh looked up and said: Dont go tramping around there. We dont know what this is
  yet.


  Hapton was surprised, because Marsh was not an officious man. The bus driver shrugged, and went away with his mate.


  Marsh closed his book and pocketed it. I didnt want that chap nosing in there, he said.


  Did you find any likely cause of the accident? Hapton wanted to know. Was it speed?


  Well, he was traveling a bit. He sideswiped a big tree back there and kept going till he hit this one. But these Aston Martins can take corners as if they were glued to the road.
  Theres a blowout, near-side front. It could have been done during the smash, but Im inclined to think it was the cause of it. What did you get?


  Hapton told his story. Marsh listened in astonishment, and finally exclaimed: He went and phoned just like that? I dont believe it. Here. Look here.


  He walked round and opened the offside front door of the car, and invited inspection. See that? he said. If he didnt lose a gallon of blood you can call me Dr.
  Crippen.


  The interior of the car was upholstered in light-gray leather, but there was not much of that color to be seen on the front seat. Hapton stared in awe at the gory sight. Then his eyes narrowed.
  Most of this blood is on the passenger seat, he said. There were two people in the car. The driver phoned for an ambulance, I expect. Happen the ambulance had been an
  gone before the lorry driver came by an saw this lot.


  Happen youre right, Marsh conceded. We can phone the ambulance depot, just to be knowing.


  Hapton stooped and peered. Whats that under the dash? he asked.


  I think its a portable radio receiver.


  Its a big un for a transistor set, Hapton commented, taking a closer look. Xavier, he said. Never heard of it.


  I have, though its the first Ive seen. Theyre an American job, very special. That thing there cost around three hundred quid if its the model I think it is.
  Itll perform like Jodrell Bank, that will.


  Well, if he can afford a few thousand for a car hes not goin to bother about a hundred or two for the sort of radio he wants. But Im surprised he left it there to be
  pinched.


  I did touch it, with my gloves on, Marsh admitted. He left it there because he couldnt get it out. Its stuck.


  Hapton looked again. The Xavier appeared to be jammed between the crushed near-side bodywork and the massive clutch housing of the Aston Martin.


  Ah, well, he said. If youve got your particulars well go and get signed off. The Early Turn can take over this job.


  Id better talk to Headquarters first. It wont take a minute, Marsh said. He went to the Wolseley and contacted HQ by radio. The call took him much longer than a
  minute. He returned to report: They phoned the ambulance people. Theres been no call from Kingsmead or anywhere near it.


  Ah, well. Itll straighten itself out. Lets go.


  Marsh was the senior man. Ive got bad news for you, he said. Ive a feeling theres something funny about this car. The dashboard cupboard and every other
  receptable in the car is empty. Even the ashtray. It looks as if somebody took just everything there was and stuffed it in his pockets in a hurry.


  So what?


  So weve both got to stay here till the Early Turn comes out to take over.


  And they wont hurry, said Hapton in disgust. Weve got to hang on here just because of an empty pigeonhole?


  No, Marsh replied. Because of a right lot of blood and no body.
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