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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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  Without laws the world would become a wilderness, and men little less than beasts; but with all this, the best things may come to be the worst, if they are not in good
  hands; and if it is true that the wisest men generally make the laws, it is true that the strongest do often interpret them.


  


  From The Character of a Trimmer


  by George Savile, first Marquis of Halifax 163395


  There is no death, she said. No, my dear lady, but there are funerals.


  From Comfort Me with Apples


  by Peter de Vries
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  Chapter One


  If you knew how to look, a couple of deaths from the past showed now and then in Iless face. This might be true of many Assistant Chief Constables, maybe even most. What
  would be special to Desmond Iles, though, was the raw glow of joy and triumph blessing his features at these times. Of course, Iles never spoke about what had happened. That he would see as flashy
  and dangerous, even to talk about it to Harpur. Just the same, anyone could observe a deep, private thrill occasionally touch the ACC. Yes, anyone would spot that, but could not know where it came
  from. Harpur felt pretty sure he did know. Nobody worked closer to Iles. Harpur never considered this an out-and-out treat or privilege, just how it was, a harsh, long-life alliance. You could say
  Harpur sat on the ACCs right hand, except when the ACC was using the right hand and probably his left as well to assist law and order in secret, brilliantly jungle ways.


  
  


  Chapter Two


  Mark Lane said: I dont know whether I can talk to you about this, Col.


  Harpur kept quiet.


  Of course, I know Im isolated here, the Chief said. They were in Lanes big, light office-conference room, and he waved his hand as though talking about a one-man
  dungeon. But he meant more than a room. He meant the domain. I want Desmond Iles out, Colin.


  For about the first time this afternoon, the Chief looked straight at him. Harpur let the shock get into his voice. Sir, is this something you should discuss with me?


  Of course, of course Lane wanted to get rid of Iles. Everyone understood that. A few might even sympathize. It was not something to be spelled out.


  Lane said: Why I hesitated over mentioning it. I cant act alone, though.


  Hardly for me to say, but I can assure you, sir, that Mr Iles is among your most committed


  Lane brought the side of his fist down hard on the desk surface. Look, dont think this is just my wife talking. He did a grotesque yet loving imitation of a womans
  voice. Get rid of that vicious Desmond Iles, Marky.


  Nobody believes youre swayed like that, sir.


  My wife is a glorious strength to me and sets a tone. Of that Im proud.


  We all admire her, as we do you.


  But I have information which she knows nothing of. I ask you to understand that, Col.


  Certainly, sir.


  The Chief snarled: Certainly? You think it natural that such information should be available about Mr Iles? Once, Mark Lane was a great detective on a neighbouring patch, and in
  those days Harpur had carried out good inter-Force operations with him. Now and then the Chief could still dredge up that old sharpness. Thank God he could. It was hellish to watch a man crushed by
  his position.


  Harpur said: I mean of course Mrs Lane could not influence you. At your level. On, well, important policy. Sir, everyone


  Respects me, and so on. Lane made the formula words trickle out and disappear, like pissing on parched ground. When I say isolated, I mean beyond what would be standard in
  the post of Chief Constable.


  Sir, I


  So, whom do I talk to, Col? Lane was in some kind of brownish-beige suit. He had the top button of his shirt collar undone and the knot of his brownish-beige striped tie down on
  his chest. He liked to believe scruffiness meant relaxation. The Chief bent his head and gazed at the spot where his fist had landed. If, for example, we could find Iles with an under-age
  whore, Colin.


  Harpur did not reply.


  Youll say, is that likely, the Chief went on.


  Well, yes, sir.


  Is which likely? For him to be with a child tart or for us to catch him at it?


  Since he started a family, sir, Mr Iles has


  So, why turn to you? You dont want this load. Youve got your own pains  recent tragic loss of a wife and so on. Oh, I invoke old times, I suppose. Plus, I believe
  there are more moments than not when you see things straight and decent, despite everything. Plus despair. In any case, who the hell else do I go to, Col? The Chief kept this question
  clipped, almost offhand, but the despair was there, jagged in his words.


  A grand team, sir, Harpur replied. People think of you as leading a grand team  the head, yet very much part of it. He would have loved the Chief to be happy,
  or at least happier. There was a sort of real greatness to Lane, but the wrong sort for his job.


  Lane shoved all this away with another wave. Now youll realize why I have to come to you, Col. I want Erogenous Jones to do the snooping, dont I? Nobody else could shadow
  Iles effectively. Some routine heavy behind him and hed know right away and know right away whod sent him. Iles is a master of our game. Clearly, its delicate, gum-shoeing an
  ACC  the disrespect, the slyness. I understand enough about this Force to know Erogenous wont do it unless the instructions come personally from you. Hed tell Iles, or
  deliberately get spotted, or just refuse. Lane still had his head and eyes lowered. You can see Im putting myself in your hands. It has to be an under-age girl, if possible
  ethnic. Just to take him with a whore is not enough. Par for the course and he could brazen it. Why I say Erogenous. It could be a longish, subtle job, with trial and error, waiting for a child.
  Iles buys a lot of company.


  Lane rose from his desk and walked to the window. He had taken his shoes off, as he often did in the office, and his socks made a very gentle sandpapering sound on the block floor when he moved,
  like a tame sea on shingle. The socks were to suggest more relaxation. He stared from the window, giving the sense of seeing for a huge distance and wishing he was there. Many times Harpur had
  watched him in what Iles called his only-a-bird-in-a-gilded-cage attitude. Hanging on the wall alongside him was a framed, multi-coloured diagram giving the command structure. His own post was a
  thick-lined, scarlet rectangle, solitary at the top, with the letters C.C. in purple at the centre, and an array of delegating green arrows pointing down. Ive been excluded, Col,
  thats all. Systematically sealed off, he said over his shoulder. It can be done, given the skill, the poison. Has been done. I talk to you privately, you walk out from here and
  tell it straight away to My fate. My fault. Ive failed to win you people, get your trust.


  Oh, sir, I dont believe anyone would


  A leadership disaster.


  Yes, a princely man, but unquestionably a stumbling chieftain. Iles reckoned Lane typified a notorious route to failure: somebody with talent promoted one rung above his range, and so to
  destruction. Like St Peter, Iles would say. The ACC, who worked nonstop to speed this destruction in Lane, claimed he often wept over the Chiefs plight, though Harpur had never
  seen the tears. He said: Sir, I dont think you realize how much your people here Weve all learned from you, believe me. Its not easy to come into a strange
  Force.


  I should have dealt with Iles long ago.


  Harpur said: Erogenous is promoted inspector now. He does little tailing. That sort of tailing.


  But in your debt, Col. The Chief did not turn and still spoke towards the window.


  I mean, if it were really so, about Mr Iles.


  We need him gone, Col. Finished. Yes, we need it, not just myself. So I disclose to you.


  Hed be a terrible loss, sir. But, really, I cant talk to you about an ACC like this. Its


  The Chief did spin round now, his sallow face a fusion of rage and misery, though Harpur knew misery would win: Lane could not do rage for long, a loveable, sad defect in a Chief. Iles,
  you, Francis Garland, Erogenous, perhaps Sid Synott  thats the real team here, yes? You run us. Meaning Iles runs us. Hes killed people, Colin, you know. Yes, you know. In a
  good cause. But unquestionably killed. Became the avenger.


  Harpur kept his face thoroughly blank and said nothing.


  Lane had an apologetic little laugh. I feared you might walk out if I attacked Iles like this.


  Youre Chief Constable, sir. Im a detective chief superintendent. I cant walk out.


  Youve walked out in your head? All I want is for Iles to go elsewhere.


  If we catch him bare-arsed on docks rubble with a black schoolgirl tart, sir, hes in jail. Hed go down for ever  an Assistant Chief Constable. Thats if it were
  remotely likely, I say again.


  Lane reverted to the window view. Oh, no charges. Desmonds a prized colleague, after all. Eminent in his way. Just give the pressure. Hed quit. Col, if he has killed I
  dont want him here, under me. Thats strange, for Gods sake? People are niggling about those deaths again. Home Office. The Inspectorate. Possibility of a Parliamentary
  Question. Another Parliamentary Question. Thats what I mean. This is the information I mentioned. Am I a chief constable who would tolerate an ACC whos murdered? Can I face
  that? Can any one of us in this Force face it? This government has the knife out for all police. Rationalization, so called. A smell like this and our Force could get swallowed for ever by next
  door. Or again, how do I look at home, allowing someone like Iles to continue, Col? Wives dont understand these  these rough complexities of our work. As you know. Knew. They think
  there are clear moral demarcations. Its sweet in them and ultimately right. Ultimately right, Col. He went back to his desk and folded weightily into the chair.


  But weve heard such rumours before, sir  about the Home Office digging into those deaths. As you say, weve had the questions in the Commons. Nothing
  happened.


  It will now.


  Harpur said: So what, sir? I can put it so bluntly because the deaths were properly investigated. We all know you would not have tolerated anything less, especially you. But no luck. The
  file remains open. We still interview. Well break it.


  You see? You instantly knew the deaths I meant. Naturally. Yes, Jamieson, Favard. They kill Ray Street, one of our best undercover boys, are acquitted, and the ACC is maddened and
  executes them. Thats the overwhelming likelihood, now isnt it? Oh, obviously, youre not going to answer. His actions are almost understandable, but But intolerable. We
  do not want vigilante assistant chiefs. Also, he thought theyd killed a woman of his, of course. What it comes down to, do we accept that Iles knows better than a jury, better than the
  law?


  Never proven or anywhere near, sir.


  We tried. We tried?


  Harpur stood.


  All right, Col. Im sorry. But do you want some internal investigating team here, looking at all that? God knows how far it would go. A mans entitled to the privacies of his
  sex life, definitely, you or anyone else, but youre aware what these clean-up visitations are like. Every corner. In principle one approves absolutely. That goes without saying, I hope. But
  an outside chief, with a staff of hard noses.


  Theyd discover nothing, sir.


  I can believe it, Col. Youre very capable people.


  Who?


  You and your detectives, who did our investigation. Of course.


  Thanks.


  But I want Desmond Iles away. Early retirement  some sickness arranged. It can be worked. Or transfer to another Force.


  That would solve nothing, sir. Supposing there were something to solve.


  Its all I can do. Wed be wholesome here again. Wed have a chance of survival. I believe you want that, Col. Lanes voice got up off the canvas. A mild
  gleam between red and brownish-beige touched his cheeks for a second. He stared at Harpur. And hed know Id beaten him. I could run this outfit then.


  You do now, sir.


  Speak to Erogenous. But, obviously, not if youre going to spill this to Iles. Loyalties will compel you? Or would compel Erogenous?


  My loyalties  all our loyalties  are to the Force and you, sir.


  Will you report it all to Iles?


  Oh, Id be ashamed, sir.
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