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     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


  I


  AN emergency call came in at five minutes to eleven, just when I was getting ready to leave. If it had come in five minutes later I could have safely ignored it, but with still
  five minutes to go before official closing time, I was stuck with it.


  The night telephone was hooked to a tape recorder that automatically began recording when the telephone bell rang. It was part of this Big-Brother-is-watching-you efficiency system we have.


  I picked up the receiver.


  Lawrence Safes Corporationnight service, I said.


  This is Henry Cooper. One of those well fed, arrogant voices that come out of owners of vast incomes and super-de-luxe penthouses. How fast can you get a man to me?
  Im in trouble with my safe.


  I thought: here goes my evening with Janey. This makes the third time this month Ive had to stand her up.


  Where are you, sir? I said, keeping my voice polite because the tape was recording, and I had already been in trouble for snarling at a customer.


  Ashley Arms. I want a man down here right away.


  I looked at the clock on the desk. It was two minutes to eleven. If I told him the night service had shut down, I would get the gate. The way I was fixed for money, that was a luxury I
  couldnt afford.


  Can you tell me what is wrong with the safe, sir?


  Ive mislaid the key. Get a man down here fast!


  He banged down the receiver and I banged down mine.


  I had promised Janey I would pick her up at eleven-fifteen. We had planned to go dancing at a club that had recently opened. She would be dressed and waiting. Ashley Arms was at the other side
  of the town. By the time I got there, opened this goddamn safe, got back and parked the van, taken a trolley to her place it would be half-past twelve. I couldnt imagine Janey waiting for me
  that long. She had told me the next time I stood her up would be the last.


  I couldnt telephone her from the office. Private calls werent allowed. There was a phone booth down the road. I would have to call her from there.


  I grabbed my tool kit, locked up and went out to the truck. It was beginning to rain and I hadnt a raincoat. The traffic was heavy and there was nowhere to park when I reached the phone
  booth. It took me ten minutes circling around before some guy pulled out and I could leave the truck.


  It was twenty minutes past eleven when I dialled Janeys number. She answered right away as if she had been sitting by the telephone waiting for me to call up and tell her the date was
  off.


  As soon as I started to explain, she hit the ceiling.


  If you cant come, then I know someone who can, she said. I warned you, Chet. This is the last time. Im sick and tired of you breaking dates with me. This is
  the last time!


  But Janey, I cant help . . .


  But I was talking on a dead line. She had hung up on me.


  I dialled her number again, but she didnt answer. I let the bell ring for a couple of minutes, then I cut the connection and went out to the truck.


  To make matters worse, it was now raining fit to drown a duck. I drove over to Ashley Arms in a mood of black depression. I cursed the Lawrence Safes Corporation. I cursed Mr. Henry Cooper and I
  cursed myself for not bringing a raincoat with me, knowing I would have to walk home after I had taken the truck back to the depot and the rain would ruin my best suit that wasnt much
  anyway.


  Ashley Arms was a big apartment block in the best residential district of the town.


  I walked into the lobby and over to the doormans office. He told me I would find Mr. Coopers apartment on the third floor.


  Henry Cooper was tall and bulky, and very, very arrogant. He had a purple complexion of a heavy drinker and a waist-line of a solid eater. He opened the front door himself, and as soon as I
  stepped into the hall he began to yell at me for taking so long to get out there.


  I said the traffic was bad and I was sorry. This he brushed aside, and still muttering, he led the way into a luxuriously furnished lounge.


  He walked over to an oil painting of a fat woman in the nude that looked good enough to be an original Rubens, but probably wasnt, and swung the painting on its hinges aside. Behind it
  was one of our super-de-luxe wall safes.


  As I was setting down my tool kit, I became aware of a girl lying full length on the settee. She was in a white evening dress cut so low I could see the tops of her breasts. She was leafing
  through a magazine, a cigarette between her full red lips, and she glanced up and stared curiously at me.


  She reminded me a little of Janey. She had the same coloured hair and the same long, slender legs, but there the resemblance ended. This girl had a lot of class whereas Janey had no class at
  all. Janey had a provocative shape, personality and a duck tail walk that made men stare after her, but it was all pretty brash. There was nothing brash about this girl.


  How soon can you open it? Cooper demanded. Im in a hurry.


  With a conscious effort I shifted my eyes from the girl and went over to the safe.


  Not long, sir, if you will give me the combination.


  He scribbled the combination down on a scrap of paper and gave it to me. Then he went over to the cellarette and began to fix himself a highball.


  As I started work on the safe, I heard a telephone bell ring somewhere in the apartment.


  I guess thatll be Jack, Cooper said to the girl and he went out of the room, leaving the door open.


  The girl said softly, Hurry it up, buster. The old stinker has promised me a pearl necklace. Im all in a lather he might change his mind.


  That really jolted me. She was looking directly at me and there was a cold glitter in her eyes, the kind of glitter Janey had sometimes when she was after something from me she thought might be
  hard to get.


  This wont take me three minutes, I said. Just relax.


  In less than that time I had the safe open.


  Some safe! she said. Why, a kid could open it!


  I was looking inside the safe. Stacked on three shelves were packets of hundred dollar bills. Ive never seen so much money. I couldnt make a guess how much there wasprobably
  half a million dollars.


  The girl slid off the settee and joined me by the safe. I could smell her perfume and her arm touched mine: that was how close we were together.


  Aladdins Cave! she said breathlessly. Oh boy! Wouldnt it be nice to help ourselves!


  I heard the tinkle of the telephone bell, warning me Cooper had finished speaking. It warned the girl too for she hurriedly returned to the settee.


  I shut the safe door as Cooper came into the room.


  Havent you got it open yet? he barked at me.


  One second, sir, I said and clicked back the lock. Its open now.


  He tried the safe door, opening it only a few inches, then he grunted.


  Youd better get me a duplicate key.


  I said I would do that. I packed my tools and started for the door.


  I said good-night to the girl on the settee. She just nodded to me. At the front door Cooper gave me a couple of dollars. He gave them grudgingly. He said if ever he needed service in the future
  for me to give it faster than this time. He told me not to forget the duplicate key.


  As I drove back to the depot, I thought about the money in Coopers safe.


  For years now I had been dissatisfied with the money I had been earning. For years I had realised I was never going to get anywhere in this job of mine.


  I thought what I could do with that money if it were mine. I thought how easy it would be to break into that apartment, open that sardine can of a safe and help myself.


  I told myself I wasnt going to do it, but the thought stayed with me. It was still with me the following night when Roy Tracey came in to relieve me.


  I had known Roy most of my life. We had gone to school together, and his father had put him to work with the Lawrence Safes Corporation the same day my father had the same bright idea for
  me.


  In appearance Roy was a lot like me: he was tall and dark and heavily built. He wore a pencil line moustache that gave him an Italian look. He had the same itch for money as I had.


  Unlike me, women had no place in his life. He had been married when he was nineteen, but it hadnt worked out. The girl had left him after a year and that finished women for him. His one
  mania was playing the horses. He was always short of money and was always trying to borrow off me.


  I told him about Coopers money.


  We were alone together in the office. It was raining hard, and rain streamed down the windows. I was in no hurry to get home. I told Roy about the girl in Coopers apartment and how I had
  opened the safe.


  At a guess theres around half a million in hundred dollar bills, I said, wandering around the office while Roy sat at the desk, smoking. Imagine owning that kind of
  money.


  Some guys have all the luck.


  Yeah. I went to the window and stared out into the wet night Well, I guess Ill go home. Some night!


  Dont run away, Roy said. A half a million? As much as that?

  
  It cant be less. There were three shelves of it.


  Sit down. Lets talk about it. We looked at each other. There was a tense expression in his eyes. I could use money like that, Chet.


  I sat down. My heart was beginning to thump.


  So could I.


  Im in the hole for five hundred bucks, he said. Ive got to get some money. Look, suppose we knock this safe off? He tilted back his chair, staring at
  me. It sounds a soft touch.


  It could be.


  There was a pause while we both stared at the rain, beating against the window.


  Finally, Roy said, Ive been waiting for a chance like this for some time. Im fed up living the way I live. Youve the same idea, havent you?


  Yes.


  Well, how about it? Do you want to do it?


  No, I dont want to do it, but its got to be done. Its too easy to pass up.


  He grinned at me.


  Dont look so scared. If we use our heads, well get away with it.


  I sat on the edge of the desk.


  Yes.


  Lets work on it. Lets talk about it.


  We spent the next hour making plans. The more we talked about it, the easier it seemed.


  Weve got to find out when this guy leaves his apartment. Thats the one thing we must know, Roy said. Once we know that, then we move in, open the safe and help
  ourselves. Heres what you do. You take the duplicate key he wants to his place and talk to the doorman. Hell tell you when Cooper is out. Doormen like to talk. Hell tell you if
  you handle him right. He blew smoke at me. When we know hes out, we walk in and pick up the money.


  Put like that it seemed the simplest and easiest job in the world.


  II


  The next evening I went down to the Ashley Arms. I was wearing the Lawrence Safes Corporation uniform: a buff blouse, bottle green slacks and a peak cap with a badge.


  Roy had said he would meet me with the truck as soon as he was off duty. I got to the Ashley Arms a little after ten-thirty.


  The doorman was in his office, thumbing through a paperback, a bored expression on his face.


  He recognised me as I came into the lobby and nodded to me.


  You again? If youre looking for Mr. Cooper youre unlucky. Hes out.


  When will he be back? I asked, leaning up against the counter and taking out a pack of cigarettes.


  The doorman glanced up at the wall clock.


  In half an hour.


  Ill wait. I have a special delivery for him.


  Leave it with me. Ill give it to him.


  I shook my head.


  I cant do that. Its the key of his safe. I have to hand it to him personally and get a receipt.


  He shrugged his shoulders, taking the cigarette I offered him.


  Please yourself.


  Are you sure hell be back in half an hour?


  Yeah. He never misses. He leaves here at eight and gets back at eleven.


  Some guys are like that, I said. You can set a clock by them.


  Hes one of them. He owns three night clubs. He checks them every night. Sundays included. He comes back here for dinner at eleven, then he goes out again around one oclock
  to see the clubs shut down and count the loot. He never misses.


  Are you on duty all night? I asked casually.


  I go off at one. After one, we lock up here. Everyone living here has a key. The doorman scowled. Youd be surprised the number of times I get dragged out of bed
  because some dope has forgotten his key.


  This was falling right into my lap.


  Cooper lost the key to his safe the other night, I said. He loused up my evening.


  A great guy for losing keys, the doorman said bitterly. Only last week he lost his door key. He had me out of my bed at five oclock in the morning for Petes
  sweet sake!


  Is that the time he gets back?


  Yeah, then sleeps all day . . . the way some guys live!


  I now had the information I wanted. I casually changed the subject. We chewed the fat about this and that until Cooper came in.


  He came in a minute to eleven oclock.


  I crossed the hall and met him half way.


  I have the key to your safe, sir, I said.


  It took him a moment or so to recognise me.


  Oh, you. He scowled at me. Lets have it then.


  Id better see if its okay, sir. If I could come up . . .


  Oh, sure.


  He led the way to the elevator.


  Reaching the third floor, he unlocked his front door and I followed him into the lounge.


  I tried the key in the safe door while he stood over me. A wild idea flashed into my mind that when I opened the safe door Id turn on him, knock him out and help myself to his money, but
  I didnt do it. Instead, I relocked the safe and handed him the key.


  Its okay, sir.


  Right. He put the key in his pocket. Thanks. He said it grudgingly and his hand went to his pocket, but that was as far as it went. I could read his mind. He had
  already given me two bucks. He was telling himself that was plenty.


  That little act of meanness decided me. For the past twenty-four hours I had been in two minds about taking his money, but I had only wanted an excuse to push me over the line. He had given it
  to me.


  I left him, took the elevator to the ground floor, waved to the doorman and went out into the rain.


  Roy was sitting in the truck, waiting for me.


  Was that Cooper? The fat punk with the red face?


  Thats him. I got into the truck beside Roy. Theres nothing to it, I went on as he drove the truck into the street. We can skin him on
  Sunday.


  We decided to do the job on Sunday because both of us were off duty then. Roy hired a car and we were set to go.


  It was a drowning wet night which was a good thing for us. The rain kept people off the streets, not that there were ever many people wandering around at one oclock in the morning in this
  one-horse town.


  Roy picked me up at my place and we drove to the Ashley Arms, arriving there, as planned, at five minutes to one a.m.


  Roy slid the car between a Cadillac and a Packard in the private parking lot with about forty other cars left out in the rain.


  We sat side by side, watching the front entrance of the building. We were both pretty worked up. I could hear Roys breathing coming fast through his short, thick nose, and I wondered if
  he could hear my heart pounding.


  As the hands of the dashboard clock moved to the hour, we saw Cooper come out and cross over to a white Jaguar, parked ten yards from where we waited. He came out, running, his head bent against
  the rain, and he didnt look our way. We watched him slide his bulk into the car and then drive off into the darkness.


  Thats one of them out of the way, Roy said. His voice sounded husky and unsteady.


  A few minutes later we saw the doorman close the glass doors of the main entrance and turn the key. We watched him through the glass doors walk across the lobby and disappear down the stairs to
  the basement.


  Lets go, Roy said and opened the car door.


  My heart was pounding so hard I was short of breath. I grabbed up my tool kit and slid out of the car. The rain felt cold against my face as I ran to the glass doors.


  We knew exactly what we had to do. I was to open the doors while Roy kept watch.


  There was a long drive-in to the block and the entrance couldnt be seen from the street. Unless someone living in the apartment block unexpectedly showed up, we were reasonably safe.


  I had trouble with the lock of the glass doors. In an ordinary way, I would have fixed it in three or four seconds, but my hands were shaking. I finally got the doors open as Roy began to curse
  me.


  He joined me as I pushed open the doors and we walked silently and quickly to the stairs. We had decided not to use the elevator in case the doorman hadnt gone to bed and wondered who was
  around.


  We walked up the stairs. We didnt meet anyone. Both of us were panting when we reached Coopers front door.


  This time I had no trouble with the lock. The first key I tried unlocked it.


  I pushed open the door and stepped into the dark hall. Roy crowded in after me. For some moments we stood motionless, listening. We heard only a clock ticking somewhere and the occasional rumble
  of the refrigerator in the kitchen.


  Come on! come on! Roy said. What are we waiting for?


  I moved into the lounge and turned on the light.


  Roy followed me and shut the door.


  He certainly knows how to live, doesnt he? he said as he looked around. Wheres the safe?


  I went over to the fat nude and swung aside the frame. I spun the dial, setting the combination. Then using the key I had cut when I had cut Coopers duplicate key, I unlocked the safe and
  pulled open the door.


  Take a look!


  Side by side, we stood staring at the neatly stacked piles of hundred dollar bills.


  Gee! Roys fingers gripped my arm. Thisll put us on easy street for the rest of our lives!


  Then we both heard a sound that froze us: the unmistakable sound of a key being pushed into a lock and the lock snapping back.


  I was so scared I couldnt move, I just managed to turn my head to stare at the closed door, but the rest of me was paralysed.


  But not Roy.


  For a split second, he remained frozen, then he became alive. He slid away from me with the quickness of a lizard. He snapped off the light as the door pushed open.


  The light from the hall fell into the darkened room, making a rectangle of hard white light in which I stood.


  Standing in the doorway was the long legged blonde. For maybe a second we stared at each other.


  Then she started back and let out a scream that went through my head like a red hot wire.


  Theres someone in here! she yelled. Its a burglar!


  Coopers bulky frame loomed up behind her. He pushed her aside and came storming into the darkened room.


  All this happened so fast I was still standing in front of the open safe, scared silly and unable to move.


  The girl bolted out of the apartment and started down the stairs, screaming like a train whistle.


  I could see Roys dim outline as he pressed himself against the wall by the door. As Cooper came into the room, he didnt see Roy. He was glaring at me and his hands were extended as
  if he were going to grab me by the throat. Roy moved silently. I saw him swing the heavy crowbar we had brought with us in case we had trouble with the locks. He slammed it down on Coopers
  head as Cooper made a grab at me.


  Cooper went down like a felled ox. His clawed fingers scraped down the front of my coat as he fell.


  Quick! Roy gasped. Out!


  We could hear the girl screaming as she bolted down the stairs.


  I rushed to the door.


  Chet! Roys voice came behind me in a hiss of fear. Not down! Up!


  But I was already on the stairs, going down. My mind was frozen with panic. I had only one thoughtto get out into the open and to get away.


  Chet!


  I heard him, but I kept on. I reached the second floor and started a blind rush to the head of the stairs. An apartment door facing me opened, and a thin, white haired scared looking man peered
  out. We glared at each other, then he hurriedly slammed the door shut.


  I took the next flight of stairs in three thudding jumps, lost my balance and sprawled on the landing. I struggled to my feet and dived frantically down the last flight of stairs into the
  lobby.


  The long legged blonde was crouching by the doormans office door. She stared in horror at me, her red lips parted and this nerve jarring scream coming out of her.


  The doorman, in shirt and trousers, his hair standing on end, came charging up from the basement and flung himself at me. We went down together in a heaving, thrashing assortment of arms and
  legs.


  I hit him about the head and body and I took a couple of stiff pokes in the face before I threw him off. I staggered up and made a dive for the door.


  As I got it open, the doorman began blowing a police whistle. This whistle and the girls screams made an inferno of sound that galvanised me into the rain.


  I ran down the drive into the street. I could still hear the girls screams, but the piercing blast of the police whistle rose above any noise she could make.


  With my heart pounding and sweat running down my face, I bolted down the street. I heard a mans voice yell after me. I looked back to see a shadowy outline of a man in a peak cap,
  pounding down the street after me.


  I kept on running, then I heard the bang of a gun. Something that sounded like a hornet zipped past my face.


  I dodged frantically and darted across the street to where it was darker.


  The gun banged again, I felt a giants hand thump on my back and I sprawled face down in the road. White hot pain bit into me. I tried to roll over, but the pain paralysed me.


  The last thing I remembered before I blacked out was the sound of pounding feet coming towards me.
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