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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


  Peeping Toms, darling, Christine said suddenly, giggling in that untroubled way of hers, which could be nice, and could be so damn simple-minded. Well,
  theyre too late.


  What?


  Up behind the old concrete defence post. Binoculars. Were both covered up all right, arent we? She had her blouse off, but wore a high slip underneath.


  I dont see anyone.


  Perhaps Im wrong.


  We ought to move, Ralph Ember replied.


  Darling, theyll go, she said. Theres nothing to see. Wankers.


  Dress, Ember said.


  Whats wrong? Well have to walk past them to the cars. Ill feel  well, embarrassed.


  No, well detour. Come to the cars from the other side.


  Ralph, well be into the mud.


  Hurry.


  What  you know them? Who are they?


  It will be all right, but hurry, Christine. Wholly unscared she gazed up the beach, as if they were only pathetic. This was one drawback in knowing a woman with such a happy,
  Church background: Chris could never realize what slaughterous urban evil was around these days as the norm. As the norm. It was true nationwide, but especially here, in this,
  Embers beloved home realm. Things were bad and would get worse. Britain was becoming Detroit. Naturally, Christine did know something of slaughter and of evil, but thought they were
  to do with Bosnia, Herod or the Holocaust  all the big and distant themes. These two lads were big enough, and close. Of course, he knew why they were here. Someone had heard he might enter
  the business scene. Someone had decided he should be stopped. Someone was not keen on competition.


  As Ember and Christine prepared to run, she said: You all right, Ralph?


  All right?


  You seem  almost ill.


  Yes. Get a fucking move on, will you, he replied. Darling. This way. Lets make some distance.


  



  Chapter Two


  It should have been utterly fine with her out here this afternoon, and always had been before today. In fact, time spent at the foreshore together had invariably been more than
  fine. It had been epic. When the sun was warm enough, they would come for their love-making to this unkempt strip of beach on the edge of the town. Although the area could certainly have been more
  beautiful, it was probably remote enough, or so Ember had always thought before this. Any intruder would be seen far off and in good time. The male might be hellishly exposed when conferring sexual
  pleasure.


  The point was  a terrible, tragic point today  the point was, he never carried armament when out with Christine, even now, in these very tricky times of non-stop hazard and
  business jockeying since the death of Kenward Knapp. It would have seemed gross to wear a handgun: guns were to do with that other part of his being. And so a hellish blood-bathed irony  he
  had delicately wanted to protect her feelings, but could not protect her body, her life. Nor his own. Delicacy was often one of his failings. He knew that.


  Obviously, to call this area a beach might be stretching things. The sea was there for sure, far out when they had arrived today, just visible, coughing mildly, still ebbing. And, thank God,
  some strips of recognizable sand always lay up towards the sea wall, not golden but cleanish. Otherwise, what sort of streaked mess would they have been in going home to their decent commitments
  after these meetings? Mostly though, that slab of coast was the fat, black mud flats, broken by deep gullies widening towards the sea.


  When they arrived today, the mud had looked glossy and rich under good late-autumn sun. A mild wind made scudding, haunting shapes from greenish factory effluent. Stuff washed up or dumped along
  this stretch deterred trippers, even in high summer, luckily: dead tyres, deader sheep, a one-sleeve khaki bumfreezer overcoat, two doorless fridges, the rusty skeletons of seven linked cinema
  seats, three thousand wave-sluiced nappy liners. The wind had hummed pleasantly through shattered bits of window glass in a big, dumped heap of builders rubble. Over Christines
  shoulder he could see for what must be a couple of miles, and behind him were two banks of pebbles which would shift and clatter a warning if anyone came near that way. Warmed by the fingers of sun
  and the nearness of Christine, Ember had been able to relax. Almost always she brought him such wholesome serenity. When with Chris, he often felt he could easily settle for what he had: herself,
  obviously; then his house, Low Pastures, and ownership of his club, The Monty; various business commitments; Margaret and his daughters; a growing civic status despite everything; plus the mature
  student degree in Politics, History and Religious Knowledge he would be landing soon. More than ever lately he had realized how much he needed Christine. She brought alive one whole fraction of
  him, if you could have whole fractions.


  This afternoon Chris had flung her legs and feet up high at the best moments of their passion, apparently to maximize good inner contact. This was a way of hers, and, though it might make her
  and him more obvious, he never objected: Ember believed you had to consider womens fierce needs, if and when possible. Also, as things went on, Ember had begun to claw hard at her shoulder
  blades in the style she liked when clearly on this last, breathless stretch to vivid climax. As ever, he could feel earlier scars and weals on the shoulders, and this would sometimes upset him,
  although she swore the marks came only from previous love sessions with Ember himself. He would have been damned offended to think her husband, Leslie, or others, did ecstasy skin-rips as well. Yet
  he knew he could not expect her to be his and only his. She lived with Leslie and she slept with Leslie. Christine never pretended otherwise. Simply, she felt her marriage had declined and
  declined, and, eventually, in despair, she had looked outside. Ember was not the first man she had turned to. That he accepted, also. In this kind of relationship, if you had any nobility you
  did graciously accept such conditions. All the same, it would have badly hurt him to think she acted as passionately with others as with him. He would never speak these thoughts to her,
  though. This, too, he saw as a noble quality: she was entitled to her privacies, just as he was, of course.


  He had felt much easier when eventually she sighed with loving cheerfulness and lowered her legs. They had lain in peace for a while then, listening to the wonderfully busy cries of gulls and
  oystercatchers, sometimes eyes shut, sometimes gazing about, savouring their apartness.


  



  Chapter Three


  But now came this hellish, murderous intrusion. These were people with a business commission: to take him out of contention before he and associates had even properly begun.
  The arrival of this pair brought a dark extension to an already dark pageant of local threat and violence. Clearly Christine could never be told about all that. Oh, Jesus. He saw at once they must
  change their ground. It was a sweet site for a killing: no cover, no witnesses. Chris, quick, love. Please, he called.


  So, eventually, she stood and started to follow, though not as fast as he would have liked, and nowhere near as fast as he moved himself. Fleetness when it mattered was among his flairs. Without
  it he would not be where he was now in life. Good girl, he said, as Christine struggled to keep up across the pebbles. And his voice stayed reasonably steady: in fact, considerate,
  almost selfless, not scared into a gasping squeak by fright, yet. Chris had on smart shoes, which slowed her, but she could definitely not be blamed for this, not justly, because, of course, when
  she left home she had to dress like shopping.


  He glanced back up towards the defence post. Those two were coming down towards them, right out in the open, trotting, chatting together like folk on a gentle team jog. Ember would have been
  unsurprised to see guns in their hands, but no, not so far. Disgusting confidence glowed in people like these nowadays, and they ran loose and wild. Decency . . . Decency? Theyd never
  fucking heard of it. Or if by fluke they had, he thought they squashed it long ago. Everything was coming apart. Ember did not recognize the two men. They were white, one in a pale blue or
  grey suit that looked lightweight and scruffy: maybe someone had told him to take a seaside sunshine trip. He was around thirty, six feet and heavily made, with pig-tailed fair hair and perhaps a
  small fair moustache. He could have been a pinball arcade bum or university lecturer in social studies. The other was taller, thinner, younger  mid-twenties  and wore one of those
  long, belted trenchcoats that politicians minders often used, plus a baseball cap, so casual and jolly. They would be hand-picked, but not for modishness.


  



  Chapter Four


  I feel a kind of, yes, I must say it, I feel a kind of outright joy. More than optimism. Outright joy. Lanes wan features tried to get to grips with this
  excitement. Harpur had never known him so blazingly positive. At least, not since he became chief constable. Drive, authority, wiliness stoked his brown eyes. It was good to see Mark Lane happy. He
  deserved some healthy interludes of belief in himself, and in policing, and in the continuance of the human species.


  Iles said: Harpur and I happened to be watching from this office window as you arrived this morning, sir, and, looking at your face then, I commented, Something rather wonderful
  blooms. The chief will have a role for us, Colin. A designated and fruitful role. You recall that, Col?


  The assistant chief liked answers to his questions. I often feel I can pick up the whole daily mood of the city from that window, Harpur replied.


  Opportunity, Lane said. The theme word. Opportunity. Yes. We can wipe out the drugs game here entirely, post Oliphant Kenward Knapp.


  Iles struck the desk lightly with his fist to signal controlled ecstasy. This is surely what leadership  the highest leadership  is about, above all, sir. An ability to spot
  openings. A sort of divination. Wouldnt you say a kind of divination, Col?


  In fact, sometimes when I gaze for a while from that window I feel the whole pageant of human life is there in capsule form, Harpur said.


  Jesus, Iles replied.


  To spot openings and to act, Desmond, Lane answered.


  Iles let his cropped grey head fall forward in apology. Forgive me. Of course, of course. What use to see chances if they are not brilliantly taken? But, as excuse for my omission, may I
  say, sir, that we are so accustomed to watching you identify ways forward and then follow them that one has almost come to take such gifted decisiveness for granted.


  The three of them were in Harpurs office. The chief liked informal conferences, far from his own suite. His predecessor, Barton, had been the same. It might be a trick they were taught on
  leadership courses. Lane sat in an armchair beneath the window from which, if it had been true, Harpur and Iles might have gazed down appreciatively on Lanes arrival this morning. The ACC
  had a perch on Harpurs desk. Harpur stood near a month-by-month breaking-and-entering wall-chart graph, which was rising.


  The chief said: What Im going to suggest might seem a simplistic reading of things to you boys, you so very much at the sharp end  assistant chief and detective chief
  superintendent  I appreciate that, believe me. And I hope youll tell me if it strikes you as naive.


  Laughter crackled enormously from Iles. Naive, sir? That will be the day. Id prefer to describe your particular genius as a skill at instantly isolating essentials. Col, is this
  how?


  Knapps death has surely destabilized the whole drugs trading business, Lane replied. He was supreme in his evil and wealth. Why I say opportunity. Villains
  scrambling, scrabbling to inherit his filthy realm. At one anothers throats. Preoccupied, off balance, hitched to unlikely, unreliable confeds. Its our time to hit them, Desmond,
  Colin. Squash these creatures before they even as it were start. Never allow them to become established, devilishly entrenched, as Kenward was himself. Of course, I dont wish you to read
  blame into that, Desmond, Colin.


  Of course not.


  Iles cried: Destabilized! Sir, this is exactly the word I


  Why I spoke of joy, you see, Desmond, Colin. Perhaps you thought it an extravagant term. But to end drugs commerce here  what would it mean? His voice rose to between a holy
  chortle and a conquerors anthem. It would show we can still win. Policing can win. Good can win. Evil is repulsed. New beginnings. Emblematic. It could be the start of who knows what,
  not just on our patch. Nationwide and, yes, beyond.


  The chief loved to think emblems, visualizing some action of his on this patch that might represent a revival of hope and virtue for the world, like the resurrection. Probably he did not presume
  to see himself as Christ, but at least as the one who rolled away the stone.


  Iles crooned: This, sir, is so


  I gather people have fallen out of the race, anyway: the figure they called Bandy, for instance. Silver? And Misto not too thriving, I hear, the chief replied. These were would-be
  potential inheritors of the Kenward fief, werent they?


  Probably, sir, Harpur replied.


  Bandy, Silver, Misto  each would have been heading up a syndicate, I take it. Well, remove the boss, and that syndicate is nowhere. Theres no substitute for
  leadership. Lane paused, perhaps waiting for someone to comment, but neither Iles nor Harpur spoke, though Iles shook his head slowly for a time, as if made speechless by great truths.
  Whos left in the legacy race? the chief asked.


  Harpur said: We think Ember might be trying to put something in place. Theres a word around.


  Panicking Ralphy? Lane asked. Into large scale pushing? This is new for him, surely.


  It would be, yes. But hes a mixture, as youll know, sir. Ember oscillates between cold sweats and fierce ambition and even guts. Perhaps hell team up with old mates
   say Foster and Gerry Reid.


  Ralphy? Lane asked.


  Part of this very destabilization, sir, Iles replied. It brings changes of scale.


  Lane said: And didnt I hear Ember had gone honest, even civic? Doing a university degree? Ive seen letters from him in the Press on worthwhile topics.


  Harpur said: Ralph has experience.


  Lane said: Experience? General criminal experience, yes  armed robbery and so on. No trafficking, I think. Does anyone imagine Panicking could organize a business?


  Well, the thing about Ember . . . somehow he keeps going, keeps getting bigger, sir, Harpur replied. Country house, one daughter at a finishing school in Europe.


  Lane said: We find out about that somehow, Harpur. And if it stinks, we hit him.


  Weve often tried, sir, Harpur replied.


  Lane spoke with a tremor now, like a seer nailing the sublime: I want them all  all taken out of the reckoning, Colin. I want our manor free of drugs trading and its contempt for
  decent living, free of its degradation and violence, its gangs and corrupt alliances. We will not become filthy London or filthy Manchester.


  Perhaps the chief scented sainthood. This is a crack-free zone. There might be a gong, too, though, oddly, he would despise that.


  Iles said: Its a wholesome idea, sir.


  It must be more than that, Desmond.


  Iles said: The eternal problem we have to decide is whether to leave overall pushing control here in the hands of locals, whom we can more or less chart and manage, knowing them and their
  foibles, or


  You ignore the point, Desmond. As youve ignored it at other times. Lane was staring up angrily at Iles from deep in the armchair, like a cornered animal from its hole.
  But now I insist: no drugs business here at all. Erase.


  Or, we annihilate them as you interestingly propose, sir, the ACC replied, and so make a nice space, into which pile the big-time filthy London and filthy Manchester barons
  you spoke of, sure of starved, ready customers. Wed be the classic sellers market. This could mean we get inter alia a load of Yardies. No fun. Theres still a lot to be
  said for leaving the trade with somebody almost civilized and basically feeble like Panicking, or the boys in a rival syndicate. Mansel Shales a gent of sorts.


  This gent used child pushers, one of whom was shot dead, Desmond.


  Mansel deplored that, didnt he, Harpur? Iles asked. He didnt know children were employed.


  Mansels dormant, Harpur replied. He thought he should be undisputed top banana and withdrew when there was opposition. Plus the death of the child runner might
  genuinely have shaken him.


  Lane said: Then we have Keith Vine and Stan Stanfield teaming, dont we, Colin?


  Probably, sir.


  Definitely: in fact, not long ago Vine had even suggested Harpur might like a clandestine post with their firm. That was Vines sort of cheek.


  Beau Derek in on it, too? Iles asked.


  Maybe not, Harpur said.


  Hes going to be pissed off with his former pal, Stan, if discarded. That could be useful, Iles replied.


  But you are taking no account of what IYou speak as if a drugs trade were inevitable, Desmond, endemic, Lane said.


  Yes, thats how I speak, sir. Iles answered. The habits are there and have to be fed. Not just here. City life.


  Now, Lane began to yell. A skinny, noduled red line of rage lit up for a moment on one of his doughy cheeks, like a fifty-pence rocket in a dull sky But this is a kind of despair. We do
  not tolerate it, cannot, Desmond. Not by local firms, not by intruders. We deal with it. The chief suddenly seemed to smell the double meaning in that and put a hand to his lips. When
  I say deal with, I mean expunge.


  We follow, sir, Iles replied.


  We cleanse, the chief said.


  Harpur saw that the old worries, the old terrifying doubts, had their brutal half nelson on Lane again. His breathing became jumpy. In his solitariness, the chief would be wondering whether Iles
  had a kickback share or even something bigger in one of these local confederations, and maybe Harpur himself, too. Was this why the ACC did not want the scene disturbed, by either police or
  invaders?


  The chief, still pretty new in his job, had failed to get himself accepted, poor sod, and was excluded from so much, kept ignorant. Harpur had known Lane when he was a magnificent, hard
  detective on the neighbouring patch, but promotion dragged him down. Today, he wore civilian clothes: one of those suits Iles reckoned were made by convicts in Zaire from rejected mailbag cloth.
  Anger traces had gone from the chiefs cheek, and his sallow face still kept a little of its previous radiance and hope. But any long discussion with the ACC could almost always put marks of
  fear into Lanes eyes, displace for a time their normal geniality, their fatal humaneness, as Iles called it. Nervous hate now alarmingly tightened the skin of the chiefs
  neck and jaw. He had been off with some kind of serious breakdown lately. It would have started in part from his anxieties over what he saw as the speedy spread of unstoppable cosmic evil. And in
  part  the bigger part  from his eternal, pointless struggle to cope with Iles. Harpur sympathized. He longed for Lane to retire or get promoted to the inspectorate, not slip one day
  into helpless disintegration here.


  Standing now, Lane said: What I want, you see, Desmond, Colin, is a sense of mission. He gave a nice little apologetic chuckle. Am I laying on the rhetoric a bit today
   joy, mission? But nonetheless, yes, mission. A high duty. I will tolerate no obstacles. None, Desmond.


  We are here only to transform your vision into fact, sir, Iles replied, standing, too  an encouragement to Lane to go. Buoyed always by the inspiration you
  offer.


  The chief left, shuffling across Harpurs rooms in navy socks. Often he went about the building without shoes, also for informality, and perhaps to be quaintly lovable. It worked with
  some, though not always with Iles.
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