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  Bill James 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


  'What age?' Iles asked.


  'He has to be young, sir, for all sorts of reasons.'


  'What age?'


  'Oh, almost twenty-three,' Harpur told him.


  Iles let his head sink forward and stared down at the desk.


  Harpur said: 'But the lad's very experienced and clever. He'


  'No, keep his name to yourself, damn it,' Iles muttered, grey head still lowered. 'Don't tell me. Don't tell anyone who doesn't need to know. A boy's life is on the end of your tongue.'


  'Point taken.' He knew Iles prized this phrase. Harpur had never intended giving him the name. Only he and Francis Garland had it. 'He's gone villain before and done well. He can think like
  them, talk like them, drool over their kids like them and get poxed by their slags like them.'


  'Detective Constable Laurence Olivier.'


  'He'll eject if there's even half a hint they've nosed him.'


  'Nice. Tell me, Colin, have you considered his mother?'


  'Don't know her.'


  'I used to see them beaming and clapping on the benches at passing-out parades, convinced their glossy lads and daughters were off to bring social harmony through . . . through  what's
  that fucking Scarman farrago called?'


  'Community policing?'


  'Leading toddlers by the hand over zebra crossings. Well, we all know differently now.'


  'Yes, no kid is going to hold a pig's trotter these days, sir. We've got to find other jobs for the men.'


  'So we let a twenty-two-year-old pig infiltrate one of the dirtiest and most hairy Does the lad's weighty experience include targets of this calibre, Col?'


  'Well, not quite.'


  'No, not quite. Harpur, if we lose this kid, I'll'


  'We can't get evidence any other way, sir. God knows we've been trying long enough. This is a man who's running a coke traffic worth what  five, ten million a year  in front of our
  eyes? He's killed twice, we know that, one of them a child of fourteen who happened to find out more than he should have.'


  'Don't give me the arguments. I know them. They're beautiful. But we're still putting a babe in the fire.' Iles stood up and stared, disgust in his face, at the wall mirror meant for checking
  his uniform. 'Jesus, the years, the years.' He turned back to Harpur. 'The blessed Cedric Barton would never have countenanced such an operation, you know.'


  'Barton's dead.'


  'Not lost to our memories, though. No other chief constable I've worked under so sweetly combined physical grace, loyalty, human warmth and a brain that shone like potato peelings.'


  


  Chapter Two


  Favard said: 'We just sits here. He got to come to us to make the delivery. He'll park in that lay-by, then walk to us. We can watch him coming. About a hundred yards and we
  can watch every step. It's nice. He always got the goods in a briefcase, left hand.'


  'Sounds good,' Street answered.


  'The same, same drill always. This drill been worked out so careful. Nothing can go wrong. Well, we knows him, so we knows what's in the case will be just right  weight, quality, he don't
  piss us about because we knows him and any pissing about and his head's in the mangle, and maybe his bird's who's called Celia, it's old fashioned, but she looks a mighty screw. Well, he got a nice
  percentage coming, so would he piss us about?'


  'Too right.'


  'This didn't come by no accident. It took some building. There's work here. This sort of thing don't come easy. This was built from bugger all by You-know-who all on his own. Look, first he got
  to find the people who will come in, not just Wood, this airline messenger boy, but all sorts. Customs, baggage supervisor, big ones at the top in the office, not chicken shit, Christ knows who.
  They all got to get their little bundle, what's called a retainer in business. This is an operation, so don't you do nothing that could mess it up, right? Just do what I say, and that's all. This
  been going on a long time and it's very nice.'


  'I heard all this from You-know-who.'


  'So, now you heard it from me, too. Some dumb pricks got to have it all said twice. You could be a dumb prick, how do I know? You looks like a dumb prick. I could be right.'


  'Where does it come from?'


  'What?'


  'The goods, of course.'


  'It comes from the man who brings it. He's going to walk to us from that lay-by. Didn't I just tell you?'


  'Christ, I know, but where does he?'


  'He's a flyer, isn't he? In a minute you'll see him in his uniform, plenty of bright stripes like a deck-chair. He's in all parts of the world.'


  'Well, a flyer, yes, he would be. But where'


  'He gives us a couple of packets, maybe three. We hand him a nice wad. That's all. I don't know if it's all for him. Maybe he got people to see right. That's down to him, innit, not our worry?
  What we got to worry about is he's carrying the case like always and we gets the packets safe. What you want to know other things for, where it come from? It's not our job. This is him now. The
  Volvo. What the fuck you doing?' He grabbed Street's wrist and held it in a fierce grip.


  'Going to flash the lights.'


  'Who told you flash lights?'


  'So he'll know it's us.'


  'We don't flash no lights. I told you, this is all worked out, everything. You comes out the first time ever and you wants to flash lights. Did You-know-who say to flash lights? What do you
  think this is, the poxy Navy? We don't want no Morse code. You flash them lights he'll make a run for it, he'll think something's wrong because it's not like always, and there won't be no nice
  packets to take back to You-know-who, and you could be a pair of ballocks short by morning. This boy in the flyer's uniform, he got to walk them hundred yards and his legs are shaking all the way
  even when everything is dead right. You flash them lights and he's'


  'All right, I got the picture.' Street tried to break Favard's hold.


  'Well, get the picture sooner, dumbo. You was give the picture before we started. Who said add fancy bits?'


  Street managed to pull free. 'Jesus, can you rabbit? If talking was thinking you'd win a Nobel Prize.'


  'A funny man, with big ideas. All right, funny man. We'll see how funny you are one day when You-know-who gets tired of you and I got to tidy up for him. You won't be the first.' He leaned
  forward. 'Here he comes.'


  The door of the Volvo opened and Street made out a man in flight-deck uniform and carrying a briefcase in his left hand. He had his peaked cap on and wore sun-glasses, though it was dark. For a
  second he stood near his car, and then started to walk hesitantly up the road towards the Toyota, the briefcase hard against his thigh, like a trip to the bank with takings. The Volvo was too far
  away for Street to read the registration.


  'See his legs?' Favard giggled. 'Like a shot dog.' He wound down the window, then opened the glove compartment and took out ready a thick bundle of new twenties held together with rubber bands.
  There might be fifty, but Street did not ask. Street started memorizing the man's features as he approached. It might be unnecessary if Street saw the car number, but he could not rely on that. The
  drill was that this man walked back to his car after the exchange and then drove away, while they sat and waited. He might pass them, or he might three-point and go the way he had come.


  Favard was right: this braided prince did look a bit bloody shaky. Why didn't he get used to it if he'd done his turn so often? What was he afraid of? Maybe getting hold of the twenties would
  turn out a tonic. A grand taken regularly could do fine things for the leg muscles. Jumpy lads like this shouldn't be running aircraft, though. He was about six feet tall and heavily made, around
  thirteen and a half stone. Under the cap he might be fair headed, a neat nose, good square chin and a happy fat-boy's meaty cheeks. At job interviews he would make the panel think he was all calm,
  fibre and nice nature. When the day came he would not take much finding.


  'He got a boat and the Volvo out of this nice little walk he takes every now and then,' Favard said. 'I heard he's saving for one of them chteaux France way, towers and fountains and shit
  chutes.'


  The man's legs seemed to get much worse suddenly and Street thought for a moment he might fall. He stumbled badly, then flung up his free hand to get his balance again, and his head swung round
  so he was not looking at the Toyota any longer, but backwards over his shoulder.


  'Christ, what?' Favard grunted.


  Street saw a car approaching fast from behind the man, showing no lights. Their messenger boy must have heard the engine, turned to look and with his panic on a steep up had nearly lost his
  footing.


  'What are they, these bastards?' Favard said.


  The airline man was on a stretch of road between a wall and a hedge and had nowhere to go but on or back. You-know-who wasn't the only one who could plan a tidy operation. This Volvo driver
  decided right away he had better get back to his Volvo. He believed the advertising, and all that quality, tested steel might protect him. Or perhaps he remembered what his mummy had told him about
  always facing the oncoming traffic on a dangerous road and this was turning out a dangerous road. He began to run towards the speeding car, a plump-boy's sweaty waddle, the briefcase swinging about
  now as his arms flailed. Again he stumbled, pitching forward on those milk-and-water legs, but still somehow kept upright, staggering the few paces between him and the lay-by.


  But it was too many. The car reached him first, a Granada with three men in it, possibly four.


  'Pull out. Block the road,' Favard screamed.


  And Street heard another scream as the Granada hit the briefcase man. The Toyota started and he swung it across the Granada's route, driver's side towards the vehicle. If they didn't stop he
  would take the engine square in the right tit, not a big engine by some standards, but enough to give more than heartburn. All this was above and beyond the call of Harpur.


  Favard yelled: 'He's lost the fucking case.'


  The man fell back against the hedge as the car struck him and his case dropped on to the road out of sight under the Granada. He buckled and did go down this time, folded in against the bottom
  of the hedge silent after that first scream, his legs twisted all ways under him.


  The Granada stopped and a man leapt from the back carrying a hand-gun, maybe an old Mauser. He raced back down the road to the briefcase and the Granada reversed fast after him, then stopped a
  second time. In a couple of seconds he was in the car again with the case and once more the Granada reversed, this time faster. So, thank Christ, he was not going to burst his way through.


  'He'll turn in the lay-by,' Favard shouted. 'Get after them. Move it'


  The Granada backed in, then came roaring out and away.


  'There's forty grand in that case,' Favard grieved.


  Street had brought the Toyota around and was up into third and doing sixty when he braked hard and spun the wheel over. Favard jack-knifed on his belt. The airline man had somehow got himself to
  his feet and, just as they came opposite, fell again, this time headlong into the road, nearly under the Toyota.


  'Christ, what you doing?' Favard bellowed.


  'Our man'


  'I seen the bugger. Go over him, go over him. He's fucking ex. We'll lose them.'


  But Street jumped out and pulled the poor groaning sod back into the shelter of the hedge. There didn't seem much of him left and if they had hit him there would have been nothing at all. His
  cap and sunglasses had stayed in place through all of it and, except for the blood soaking his trousers and shoes, and the fact that his left hand did not seem altogether attached to his arm, he
  could still have looked winning at a job interview. When Street took the wheel again, Favard said: 'What I got is a Red Cross driver. You just finished yourself, you know that?'


  Street let the Toyota do what it could, which was fair enough, but probably would not touch the Granada. Although the road was straight and long he could not see their car.


  'Four miles and we're in town streets,' Favard said, 'so you got to get them before. No rubber burning in the town. It draws attention.'


  'You want me to catch them or not?'


  'Oh, big hard boy now. You just give them a farewell gift stopping like that. You're not never going to catch them.' He pulled a Lawman Magnum from a shoulder-holster and put it on his lap.


  'Three of them and maybe four,' Street said.


  'Maybe they're not all guns. The Mauser looked like someone just dug it out at Verdun. You carrying something?'


  'You-know-who never said nothing about carrying nothing.'


  'Because we had a system, you dumb prick, and nothing went wrong. This as fast as this Jap crap can do, for Chrissake?' He had a lean, straight-nosed face, with very deep-set dark eyes, and was
  not at all bad looking by Dartmoor standards. Now though, he was glaring at Street and no signs of soul were on show.


  'Well, something went wrong now. They ruined the system, maybe for keeps.' Ahead, street lights began to appear, but no Granada.


  'Get your speed down. I told you, I don't want to get no attention. I'm carrying trouble.'


  'Jesus, make up your mind. Fast or slow? A chase or a bleeding funeral?'


  'You-know-who won't want no attention to us, whatever happens.'


  'Not even for forty grand of powder?'


  'Who said forty grand?' he snarled.


  'You did, you dumb prick. You rabbit so much you don't know what's coming out.'


  'Look, forget about the forty grand. You know what I mean?'


  Street came down to thirty-five and they toured the town like sightseers, but the sight they wanted was not available. After half an hour they drove back towards You-know-who's place,
  Nightingale House, and Favard gave his mind to a few things.


  In a while he said: 'Look, forget about the forty grand, OK?'


  'You said that.'


  'You-know-who  he won't want you to know figures like that. One thing he's pretty touchy about, it's figures. Don't say nothing in front of him about a figure like that, he could get
  unhappy. Maybe you think because he likes you so special he can't get unhappy with you, but he can. There've been other lads he liked special before and I seen it happen, especially about
  figures.'


  'He might be unhappy, anyway, when we tell him.'


  'Don't make it worse, that's all. All you got to know, we was just picking up a case that's all, nothing about forty grand. I could have them figures wrong, just shooting my mouth off.'


  'That sounds like you.'


  'So, you're going to forget it?'


  'I'll tell him I thought the case had just a couple of copies of Woman's Own in it and a few old knitting-needles.'


  'We got big trouble.'


  'You got big trouble. You was corporal. Me, I'm only wheels. They gives me a Toyota, I drives it the best it will give, I can't do no better.'


  'But you stopped the wheels, didn't you? You had to get out with iodine and mouth-to-mouth.'


  'You're not going to talk about that to You-know-who, though, are you?'


  Favard glanced up at him. 'All right, we just never had no chance, that's what we got to say.'


  'Which is right.'


  Favard was crouched forward, concentrating. He looked lost, like a child. There would be a mother for him somewhere in Somerset House. 'Maybe we say they had two cars, one to block us in. It was
  only a couple of minutes, but enough.'


  'He might wear it.'


  'Yes, two cars. I like it. What they had there was a bloody army and we didn't have no chance. We was playing it just like always, just like it had been worked out, and this army is suddenly
  coming at us out of the dark, we can't move.'


  'like Rorke's Drift.'


  'We're lucky they didn't finish us, they had so many there, and all of it armed, sawn-offs, .45s, God knows what. That's the little tale, my friend. We couldn't do sod all against them numbers,
  it would of been like taking on the Bismarck  that's in the last war. Now, make sure you got it. Two cars, one a Granada, the other a Jag, some class, and both full of muscle and
  broadsides. We could of been blown out of the water. You got it?'


  'Did we see any registrations if the Jag was so close?'


  For a second that worried him. 'We're too busy trying to get round the bastard and looking out for the armament to think about regs. What are we, cops? What's the good of regs, for Chrissake?
  All right, You-know-who gets a friend to tickle the computer, but these are stolen cars, yes? It don't lead. We got pros against us here. These are people can organize and think, not a crew of bum
  kids picked up from borstal.'


  'Too right.'


  'Would they do a job in their own car? Would they, hell!' Favard sat back and grunted a couple of times, half content to have sorted it out. He looked very frightened, though.


  'Who do you think?'


  'What?'


  'Who ran it  that heist?'


  'You-know-who will know, for sure. We're going to be doing some visiting.'


  'Christ, that stuff will be far and wide in a couple of hours, up God knows how many sniffers. We'll never get it back.'


  'Who said we would? It's gone. But You-know-who will have who done it. Every one.'


  'The whole army in two cars?'


  'You-know-who will know who ran it and he'll have him. It got to be. This is a whole living going down the pan if not. I mean, he's got a sweet career to think of. He's a professional man. You
  got to think of all the work and investment that have gone into this, like them pyramids.'


  They turned into the long drive of Nightingale House.


  'Got it now?' Favard whispered. 'Two cars. No chance. Christ, it could be all sorts in the trade  Loopy or Hector or Dandy Lorraine or the Snowman or even Elbow. But You-know-who will
  know.'
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