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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


  From where he stood at the door near the back of the courtroom, Detective Chief Superintendent Harpur watched Sarah Iles push her way across the second row in the public
  gallery to the one spare space. She was very pregnant. People closed up to give her more room but she signalled no gratitude. Probably they thought she belonged to one of the five men coming back
  now from the cells into the dock for the verdicts and had made a special effort to get here. In a sense she did, and she had, even though she was an Assistant Chief Constables wife.
  Appearing here today was not one of Sarahs wisest moves, but Harpur knew from way back that whenever a clash came between what she wanted and what was wise she did what she wanted. Harpur
  liked that.


  The jury forewoman rattled out the Guilty judgements on Ron Preston, Tyrone Gullen, Hoppy Short and Barry Leckwith: Preston, Tyrone and Hoppy for armed robbery, Leckwith as an accessory. Then it
  was the last man, Aston, also charged as an accessory. But, coming to him, the forewoman lifted her head from the sheet in her hand and said, Not guilty. Harpur immediately looked
  back at Sarah and saw a fat, happy grin spread fast over her lovely face and stay there. Desmond Iles was not going to be anything like as pleased, when he heard. Sarah leaned forward, as if trying
  to get Aston to glance her way, so they could share the joy. His eyes stayed on the judge, though, as he waited to be freed.


  When that order came, he left the dock at once, before the sentencing of the others began, and made swiftly for the door of the court. He walked past Harpur, ignoring him, and went out, that
  youthful, snub-nosed face utterly blank. Still he had not looked up at the public gallery. Sarah stood suddenly and started pushing her way urgently back across the row. She was too big to move
  fast, and he saw the grin had gone now: she seemed terrified she might fail to get downstairs in time to intercept Aston. Again people were nice to her in her state and made way. Harpur could not
  leave to see if she was quick enough: there might be commendations from the judge for the police ambush which caught Preston and the rest, and someone had to be present to look grateful.





  Chapter Two


  They spoke in whispers.


  Is he here, Harpur? Desmond Iles asked.


  Who, sir?


  Aston, Iles said.


  In the church? Harpur asked.


  Of course in the fucking church, the Assistant Chief replied.


  Almighty and everlasting God, the vicar said, who of thy great mercy didst save Noah and his family in the ark from perishing by water; and also didst safely lead the
  children of Israel, thy people, through the Red Sea, figuring thereby the holy baptism; and by the baptism . . . The baby stirred a little in Sarahs arms but made no noise and the
  vicar, who had paused for a moment, resumed the service.


  No, I dont think Astons here, sir, Harpur murmured.


  Iles glanced back over his shoulder towards the decently crowded seats. Sarah thinks hell show.


  She said so?


  For Christs sake, I can feel it. Shes as tense as buggery.


  In a while, the vicar began to address Harpur and the other god-parents. Dost thou in the name of this child renounce the devil and all his works, the vain pomp and glory of the world,
  with all covetous desires of the same, and the carnal desires of the flesh, so that thou wilt not follow nor be led by them?


  Harpur and the others replied: I renounce them all, and Iles nodded with approval and seemed to mouth several times to himself the words vain pomp and glory of the
  world.


  There were more questions for the god-parents and when they were over the vicar took the child from Sarah and moved to the font. Harpur himself had the chance now to glance behind and scan the
  congregation in case Aston really had turned up. It was possible: an acquittal made some people cocky and convinced they were fireproof for ever, let alone for three months. It would be a fine bit
  of insolence to sit in on this. Harpur could not see him there, though.


  Sarah must have sensed he had shifted attention from the baby and herself as she turned urgently and stared towards the rear of the church, perhaps imagining he had spotted Aston. Not finding
  him, she switched her gaze questioningly for a second from the congregation to Harpur. The vicar was completing the service and wished to return the child to her. Harpur signalled to Sarah with his
  eyes and she remembered why they were there and put out her arms for the baby.


  Ye must remember that it is your part and duties to see this infant be taught, so soon as she shall be able to learn, what a solemn vow, promise and profession she hath made here by
  you, the vicar told Harpur and the two women. Again the ACC nodded gravely in agreement.


  He had laid on a white wine party for guests afterwards at their house in Rougement Place.


  You did quite beautifully, Col, he told Harpur. Exceptionally plausible. Of course Aston wasnt going to be there. Touchy of me.


  That bastard will lie very low for a long time, sir.


  Think so?


  Sarah looked so happy, Harpur said.


  Indeed she did, and very lovely, Mark Lane, Chief Constable, remarked. He had joined them with his wife, Sally. Motherhood brings so much.


  The vicar spoke well, Sally Lane said.


  I like christenings best of all, even more than weddings, the Chief commented.


  Who do you think shes like, the baby? Mrs Lane asked them all, pleasantly.


  For a moment nobody answered. Then Harpur said: She has the Assistant Chiefs colouring.


  Oh, yes, very definitely, Lane added.


  Most say that, Iles declared.


  Theres Sarah now, with the little mite, Mrs Lane cried. I must have a real look. Iles went with her.


  The Chief said: Ill be glad when this lots over, Colin.


  Some edginess, yes.


  Lane spoke sadly. Normally, what I like about christenings is the lovely sense of family, and then of the wider family, through the god-parents. Today, I feel something troublesome
  gnawing.


  Youre right that motherhood suits Sarah.


  Oh, you really think so? I know I said that, but theres a restlessness, as if shes wondering what the hell shes let herself in for.


  Yes, well, shes pretty bright.


  Lane glanced about and gave a couple of official smiles to guests. Tell me, Colin, after the acquittal, I hear that in the street . . .


  I was still in the court, sir.


  This story that she pursued Aston outside, yelling for him to stop. This is a woman eight and a half months gone, the wife of an Assistant Chief, in the middle of the town.


  I didnt see anything like that, sir.


  And are they still in contact?


  No idea, sir.


  Lane was gazing across the room. My wife sees this simply as a joyful, celebratory occasion.


  Well, I feel the same, sir. The Assistant Chief looks transformed.





  Chapter Three


  Standing near the Montys fine old mahogany bar, Sarah could tell it embarrassed the proprietor to see her in his club. Too bad.


  Im sorry to say he comes here much, much less these days, Mrs Iles, Ralph Ember told her. Well, not at all, as a matter of fact. Since the court business, you know?
  But you? Youve been seeing him since then? Well, youre special, of course. And now hes disappeared for you, too? For us, he just dropped right out of sight straight
  after.


  Why?


  That I cant answer, Ember said. Ians very much his own man. Well, I dont have to tell you. Business elsewhere? And then theres the matter of some
  potential unpleasantness. A man gets off and four or five mates are convicted. People do wonder. Most of my members are as good as gold, but there are some difficult ones, too, Ill admit
  that. They can turn.


  Do wonder what?


  Wheels within wheels, Mrs Iles.


  What the fuck does that mean?


  Ember winced at the language and Sarah saw him glance apologetically around the club. There were not many customers in yet. Sarah had noticed before how close he came to being handsome, in a
  sallow, jagged, sombre style: like Charlton Heston, they said, without the cash. The knife scar along the line of his jaw would always be there, but it was fading very nicely. He leaned across the
  bar and spoke quietly. It means, did Ian get special treatment on some account? I dont say that, personally. But its whats perceived by others. In business you learn
  that what others think is true is almost as important as what really is true.


  They think he sold them, you mean?


  People in some trades are very sensitive.


  They werent his mates, anyway.


  They were in the dock together, Mrs Iles. Some would say that ought to bring kinship.


  Youre telling me there are people really looking for him?


  Behind the bar, Ember began polishing some of the brasswork. In the old days, the Monty had been a very decent club for businessmen. All that had ended long before Panicking Ralph took it over,
  but he liked to pretend the links remained and keep up appearances. Have you tried the flat? He smiled. Im always more than happy to see you in my little club, Mrs Iles,
  with or without Ian, but I do ask myself whether its wise for you to come here searching now. One wonders about, well, the baby. Me, Im always inclined to think in terms of
  family.


  This was the part of the evening Ian liked to come here, wasnt it? Before the full cascade of dregs arrive. She glanced around. A couple of men were playing pool and another
  three sat at a table drinking wine and pretending to ignore her.


  Ember winced again. Yes, this was his special hour or two. Should I mention that youve looked in, Mrs Iles? If I were to see him, that is.


  When?


  I did say if. Mrs Iles, may I mention this further point: your husbands not really going to like your coming here, is he? His voice hardened. I do not want the club
  involved. Reputation? It doesnt do me a lot of good to cross Desmond Iles. Hes a man who can bear a grudge. And hes not without power. The living sod.


  He doesnt know Im here.


  Ember shrugged. Who can be sure what the ACC knows? Thats always the, as it were, crux.





  Chapter Four


  God, this takes me back to the Iles childs christening, all those weeks ago, Colin, Lane said, his nice-natured, heavy face grave again.
  Didnt I tell you then something was desperately wrong? Well, you felt it yourself.


  Sir, I cant see that this incident . . .


  Youll tell me no proven connection, obviously. I wish I could accept that.


  As I see it so far, sir, this is an appalling but essentially simple bit of typical gangland business.


  The Chief stared past him. Sometimes, I wonder what Im presiding over here.


  This is a man who might have run into terminal aggro at any time, sir  flirting with rival outfits, selling bits of information and bits of loyalty, and working entirely alone, no
  protection.


  Lane pointlessly opened and closed a drawer in his desk. Do you know, almost the whole time Ive headed this Force Ive wanted to be somewhere else, he said. To Harpur,
  it sounded less like a whine than a startling discovery, suddenly just come upon the Chief. Colin, is that the way to run an outfit? Call it leadership?


  Everyone believes youve settled very well, sir.


  I dont run the thing, it runs me. So, yes, Ive settled, as you say. Im acceptable.


  Now, the tone did seem to be sinking into self-pity, as well as a helping of truth, and Harpur offered no more consolation.


  Seeming to read the silence right, Lane tried to shake off his mood. So, this simple bit of gangland business, Colin  how did he die?


  Seven or eight blows to the head. A heavy instrument.


  In shirt sleeves at the desk, Lane swallowed and passed a hand across his features. Identification? What poor sods had to do that?


  There was plenty on him. We didnt have finger-print records any longer, and we failed to contact the parents, but we brought down Panicking Ralph, owner of the Monty club, plus one
  of the members. They couldnt manage it from the face, of course, and said they hadnt seen him for a while, anyway. But they thought the build was right and the clothes
  style.


  And no definite leads?


  Not for the moment, sir.


  Lanes mouth tightened. Look, there are going to be very considerable pressures, Colin. All the inter-connections are well known, not least to the media.


  Yes.


  Weve had something damn similar here before. As you know. Two villains last time, yes? All right, every Force has messy killings, obviously, but not every Force


  Iles knocked and came in. Wearing his Prince of Wales check grey suit and what might be a rugby club tie from one of his refereeing trips, the Assistant Chief looked routinely masterful and
  dynamic, his walk cheery. He carried a green folder.


  Ah, Desmond, Mark Lane said. We were talking about this terrible killing.


  Yes, quite unlovely. That lad had certainly crossed someone, Iles replied. He sat down near Harpur, in front of Lanes desk, and, opening the folder, pushed it across to the
  Chief. There were three colour photographs of the naked body taken from above and lying on its back. These blows were very thorough.


  Lane seemed to force himself to gaze at the pictures for a few seconds and even separated them, so none obscured another. Colin says this character had it coming to him.


  Iles put his handsome, lean head back and considered this for a moment. Had it coming to him? Yes, Ill buy that.


  Lane said: I mean, sailing very dangerous waters between various competing villains.


  I like that, sailing very dangerous waters. Exactly it. Iles brought a pencil from his jacket pocket and, with a flourish, made a note on the bottom of the folder.
  Im shameless when it comes to lifting other peoples phrases for future use, sir.


  This is going to be a real dossier trawl, through all his criminal contacts, Lane said.


  Something will show very soon. Dont worry, Iles told him. But youll naturally be wondering what Sarah makes of it all, sir.


  Sarah? Lane exclaimed. No, not at


  Iles pulled the pictures back towards him. As you might imagine, I find it quite affecting to be looking down on this ones body, and to know that my wife has been in prolonged,
  deep contact with it. Iles turned one of the pictures around and concentrated on the midriff. Yes.


  Lane stood and walked away from the pictures. As often happened, he had no shoes on in the office and a pair of heavy khaki socks hung loosely on his feet, like a clowns shoes. The Chief
  habitually went for the relaxed touch. He hoped to disarm.


  Sarahs not taking it at all well, as a matter of fact, Iles said. Very shrill grief. The doc has given her a bit of sedation, but shes strong, you know, fights
  it off.


  Im really very sorry, Desmond, Lane remarked over his shoulder, looking out from the window.


  Thank you, sir. She will get through it. Thats another aspect of her strength. Obviously, she had to be told at once about the death, but I havent disclosed the skull pulp
  details.


  Obviously, Lane said.


  Though there are parts of me that long to do exactly that. Iles somehow kept his voice just clear of snarling. Even show the pictures.


  Lane gasped and turned. Those are not to leave this building, Desmond.


  Iles brought along one of his saddest smiles: Of course not, sir. Just my malevolent dreams.


  Not to be intrusive in any way, but I thought it was a thing of the past, anyway, that relationship, Lane said.


  Its helpful, sir, the way you always wish the best for people. Perhaps it is a thing of the past. Naturally, since the child was born, Sarah is much less free. But .
  . . He pondered. I cant say that Ive ever known what Sarah is thinking. Tell me, do you find it easy to tune in to Megan, Col? he asked Harpur, then at once held
  up a hand. No, dont answer. I mustnt pry, nor into your marriage, either, Chief, clearly. Frankly, though, I simply do not know whether it was a thing of the
  past. And even if it was, it is not the very distant past, so Sarah is still liable to be devastated. I worry about her mind. Post-natal women are vulnerable. Sarahs touch and go just
  now, I fear. Still, what one can rely on is that, after this, the affair certainly will be a thing of the past. He gathered the corpse portraits of Ian Aston together, looked at each
  dotingly in turn, then put them back in the folder.


  And the girl child? Lane asked, returning to his desk from the window. How is she? My wife will press me. Must be nearly six months old now.


  Fanny? People do shy off speaking the name. But both Sarah and I thought it should be rescued from lewd public bar talk. Yes, shes lovely and passably amiable. Safe, to
  date.


  Still with your colouring, sir? Harpur asked.


  Iles opened the folder and looked long at the photographs again. Oh, yes. Even more so.
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