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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 OCLOCK on a Wednesday morning in September, Detective Chief Superintendent Clay was requested to present
  himself at the Chief Constables office. He went there at once. He was head of the C.I.D. of the Granchester City force, but that did not make him big enough to be able to keep the chief
  waiting.


  He was ushered into the office, and for a wonder neither the First nor Second Assistant Chief Constable was present. Only the Old Man and a civilian were there. Clay knew the civilian by sight
  and reputation. The name was Lansdowne, he believed. A person of influence in the town, he surmised. When Lansdowne needed to speak to any sort of official, it would never occur to him to approach
  anybody lower than the head man. He was that sort of fellow, seemingly.


  Mr. Rupert Lansdowne, Chief Superintendent Clay, the chief said, without rising.


  How do you do, sir? Clay said. There was no handshake. Lansdowne half rose, nodded, and sat down again. He was rather pale, apparently nervous or upset about something. Normally,
  the policeman guessed, he would have a healthy color. He was tallish and strongly built, well fed but not paunchy. His white shirt was immaculate, and in those circumstances he was obviously not
  conscious of the excellence of his dark suit. In age, he appeared to be in the late forties.


  Sit down, Superintendent, the chief invited. Clay took a low-backed chair near the end of the big desk. He sat, square, solid and black-browed, with fists like small hams closed
  round the ends of the chair arms. His small dark eyes looked steadily at his chief.


  The chief went on: Mr. Lansdowne is a friend of mine, but his business here this morning is official. Very serious business, and a very sad business for us if what he says is
  true.


  Ive told you nothing but the truth, Chief, Lansdowne said quietly. And the whole truth as I remember it.


  I dont doubt your truthful intentions, was the cool reply. But we can always hope theres been a mistake. Tell your story to the Superintendent. Ill
  listen again. A slight variationsomething else you remembermight be of help. Well have it on tape this time.


  Lansdowne looked alarmed. Is that necessary?


  It is, unless you want a clerk taking it down. Damn it, Rupert, I wont blackmail you.


  Of course not, Lansdowne said. He sighed. Im out of my depth. I didnt realize.


  The chief nodded, not without sympathy. Mr. Lansdowne is being blackmailed, he said. From the desk in front of him he picked up an envelope by one corner. The envelope had been
  opened.  Ware fingerprints, he said as he passed it to Clay.


  The detective held the envelope by its edges and let some photographs slide smoothly out onto the desk. Handling them gingerly, he inspected each one. There were five of them, typical blackmail
  pictures: Lansdowne and a shapely girl in naked intimacy in a bedroom.


  Clay was expressionless, but his glance flicked once toward Lansdownes face before he started to edge the photographs back into the envelope. Lansdowne flushed painfully.


  Whos the girl? Clay asked coolly, and the chief reached to start a tape recorder.


  She said her name was Vanessa.


  You know her well?


  No. I met her only once.


  Where?


  In a public bar. The Blackthorn Inn.


  Hm. Its supposed to be respectable, but naughty girls creep in there occasionally. How did you meet her?


  I was at the bar, and a young fellow started a conversation. He wasnt my sort, but I answered him, not wanting to be uncivil. I was about to finish my drink and leave the place
  when the girl came up as if she knew him. She spoke to me too, as if she assumed we were together. I was more forthcoming with her: she was a very attractive. Eventually the young chap went away
  and left us together.


  Did you ask her if she knew the man?


  As a matter of fact I did. She said she didnt know him, but shed talked to him once or twice before.


  Did she say she used the Blackthorn regularly?


  She said she went in there only occasionally.


  What was the man like?


  Medium height and build. Decently dressed, not flashy at all. Dark hair and eyes, rather swarthy skin, very good teeth. Perhaps twenty-seven or twenty-eight years old.


  Foreign?


  No, no. Quite English. He spoke well, but there was just a trace of local accent.


  You didnt get his name?


  No. It wasnt mentioned.


  All right. So you got friendly with the girl. Where did she take you?


  Mossbank. A street of Victorian-type detached houses, mostly turned into flats, I expect.


  You went with the girl to a flat?


  Yes. It was quite well furnished. Better than I expected.


  How did you go? Taxi?


  No. In my car. There was a place to park at the side of the house.


  Did she give you a drink?


  Yes. Then we went into the bedroom, and stayed a while. Then I got dressed and gave her a fiver, and came away.


  And that was that. Did she tell you anything about herself?


  Not a thing, except that her name was Vanessa. In the car she did say the flat was her own.


  Did you give your name?


  I did not. I said Call me Bill. 


  Could you go back to the flat?


  Im not sure. There are several streets pretty much alike, all branching off Derbyshire Road. Remember I went there in the dark. Still, I could put you somewhere near.


  Well try that later. Now, the blackmail.


  I received some photographsnot those, but similarin the post at my home three weeks and a day afterward. I remember it was a Saturday morning and it ruined my week end.
  There was also a note in pencil, block letters, signed Mr. Meachum in block letters. It said that I could have the negatives for two thousand pounds, and if I was agreeable to that, I
  must go and pretend to make a phone call in a public box at the North Midland Station on Monday lunchtime at one oclock exactly, by the station clock. Then I would receive further
  instructions.


  You kept the note?


  No. I burned note, pictures, and everything. I wasnt thinking about a police investigation at that time.


  A pity. Did you go to the North Midland?


  Yes. I went as instructed, stayed in a phone box a little while, then came away.


  Did you see anyone watching you? Anything suspicious at all?


  I saw something rather odd. There was a man at the bookstall, looking over magazines. I recognized his face. Id seen it a few times in newspapers. Then I recalled the name. It was
  Inspector Martineau, the detective.


  Clay did not blink. And thats all you saw?


  All that seemed worth remembering. There were lots of people about, of course.


  I see. What next?


  I got a phone call the following day, at the office, in the name of Meachum. A mans voice. He asked if we were talking through a switchboard, and I said we were. He asked if I had
  a private line, and I said I had. I gave him the number and he called me again. He seemed to be using a public telephone. I heard the pip-pip-pip.


  What did he say?


  He said: No extension to this one? and I said No. He said: All right. Eleven oclock next Sunday morning. Theres a quiet corner in Marina Park, the
  farthest away from the main gate. Theres a seat, near to a lot of bushes, and near the seat theres a litter bin. Put four hundred used fivers in that bin at exactly eleven
  oclock, then come away. You can get them into a big envelope, I dare say. Youll get the negatives in the post the following morning. 


  Did he say anything else?


  Yes. He said: If youre thinking about going to the police youre wasting your time. Weve got them sweetened. I said I hadnt thought about the
  police, and I would bring the money as instructed. That was all that was said.


  Hm. What was the voice like?


  Quite deep. Definitely a grown man. It wasnt a cultured voice, but I couldnt place the accent. There was no accent, really.


  Somebody whos been around and mixed with all sorts since he was a lad. Did he sound as if hed read a book?


  Oh yes. I wouldnt say he was backward or illiterate.


  So you took the money to the park Sunday morning?


  Yes. It was raining and I didnt see a soul in the park. I put the money in the bin and came away.


  In a big envelope?


  Yes. I went out of the park and got into my car, but I didnt drive away at once. I sat thinking about things, wondering if I would get those negatives. I was there about five
  minutes, and I was just starting my car when I saw Martineau again.


  The man you thought was Martineau.


  Have it your own way. Im pretty sure. He came round the corner from Marina Park Road.


  As if hed been hiding near the place where you left the money, then picked it up and went out by the far gate, then walked round the outside of the park?


  Yes. Thats what I thought. He saw my car and stopped, then snapped his fingers as if hed just remembered something, and turned and went back round the corner.


  What did you do?


  Nothing. I was beginning to think that some members of the C.I.D. were blackmailing me. It made me feel pretty helpless. I sat a little while and then I went home. On Monday morning I
  received the negatives as promised. I burned them.


  Didnt you at any time ask this Mr. Meachum what he intended to do with the negatives if you refused to pay him money?


  No. But I found out later.


  You mean that wasnt the end of it?


  No. He called me on my private line on Tuesday morning. He said hed found another set of prints, and thought they should be worth two thousand. He said: Sunday morning
  again. Same place, same time. 


  You agreed?


  I asked him how long this would go on. He said: Dont worry, my dear sir. Not much longer. We know when to stop. 


  So you paid again?


  Yes. And I saw Martineau again. Before I put the money in the bin I looked around and saw him peeping through the shrubs. I pretended I hadnt seen him. I let go of the money and
  went away. On Monday morning I got the prints, but this time I kept them. Those are they. And then I saw Martineau again.


  When?


  Monday lunchtime, about five minutes to one. If the weather is at all decent I always walk from the office to the club for lunch. Its only about half a mile. I was walking along
  Percy Street when Martineau came off a side street in front of me, across the road. He walked about fifty yards along Percy Street, then went into the Rock Safety Deposit place. I went into the
  bookshop nearly opposite, and Id been in there about five minutes when he came out of the Rock place, and went back the way hed come.


  One moment. Do you always walk the same way to lunch?


  Yes. Invariably.


  Thank you. Please continue.


  Well, I went to lunch. Then on Tuesday, yesterday, I had another phone call. This man calling himself Meachum said it was time to close the deal. He said hed met a very nice girl
  and wanted to take her to the south of France. He said: Look. Word of honor. I have just three sets of prints left. For ten thousand nickerhe said
  nickeryou can have the lot, and the job will be finished. I said it was too much. I couldnt lay hands on so much money. Thats when I found out about
  the exposure part. He said: Look, sir. We know you can pay. Next Sunday as usual. Same place, same time. If the money isnt delivered, one set of prints each will go to your wife, your
  son, and your daughter. And theyll be delivered in such a way that you cant possibly intercept. Then he rang off.


  So here you are.


  Yes. You have until Sunday to do something, or else I shall have to pay. But I think you have a good chance. I happen to know something about the Rock Safety Deposit place. Their security
  is first class. If Martineau has a box there, theyll have an identity card in the pigeonhole which bears his number. His photograph and signature will be on that card. These are checked
  every time he opens his box. When you see that picture youll know whether or not Im right about Martineau.


  The man you believe to be Martineau, how far away from you was he on each of the occasions you saw him?


  Outside the park, perhaps thirty yards. Inside, about twenty yards, though Ill admit his face was partly obscured by greenery. When I first saw him in Percy Street he was about
  thirty yards away. But Im quite sure of him. My eyes are good. I never need to wear glasses.


  Can you still read a car number plate at thirty-five yards?


  Yes. I can. And now I think Ive told you all there is.


  But Clay had not quite finished. He wanted to know how Martineau had been dressed. The answers were depressing. The clothes described were of the neat, normal, masculine sort which
  the real Martineau usually wore.


  Thank you, Rupert, the chief said as he stopped the tape. Well do everything we can for you, whether or not one of our own men is involved. And of course, you can
  rely on our discretion.


  Lansdowne thanked him and departed. When he had gone the two senior police officers stared at each other in silence for a little while.


  What a mess, the chief said. What a bloody mess.


  If youll pardon me, sir, Clay growled, it sounds like a put-up job. Straight or crooked, Martineau isnt an ass. He wouldnt have paraded himself
  in front of Lansdowne like that. Lansdowne wouldnt have seen a glimmer of him.


  I agree that it looks fishy. And anyway I can hardly believe that Martineau would culpably involve himself in anything of the sort. But we have received a complaint from a responsible
  source, backed by some evidence. We shall have to investigate it as fully as if it were a complaint againstagainst a stranger. We will have to do our duty, Superintendent.


  Of course, sir. Clay was rock steady. We owe it to Martineau if hes innocent. We owe it to the forceand to Mr. Lansdowneif he isnt.


  So where do we start?


  First of all, sir, will you tell me all you know about Mr. Lansdowne?
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