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  Donald Thomas 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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  What binds the better slave to worse


  Swindles soul, body, goods and purse


  To unlock the secret cells of dark abyss


  The power which never does its victim miss.


  Richard Dadd,


  The Fairy Fellers Master-Stroke,


  Broadmoor, 1865
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  PART ONE


  1884: A Parliamentary Murder


  Chapter One


  Alfred Swains pencil followed the graceful line of Romana Uttersons neck on the sketching pad. The motion of his hand was hesitant, almost apologetic. He worked
  with the air of a novice in medicine or dentistry begging indulgence from his first patient.


  What was your father, Mr Swain?


  Her lips scarcely moved, perhaps for fear of altering the pose. Romana Utterson had turned her profile and bare neck towards him as if timidly and of necessity to the executioners axe.
  The dark ellipse of her eyes and the intent seriousness of her gaze were hidden. She was, perhaps unconsciously, imitating the pose of the picture on the wall. It was a drawing of Proud
  Maisie in rust-coloured chalk by Frederick Sandys. Petulant beauty fretted at an end of hair pressed to her lips. Mr Utterson the lawyer had bought prudently from the Art Union exhibitions of
  the Pre-Raphaelites when he was a young man. But few of his investments had prospered, unless one might count the preliminary sketch for Rossettis Beata Beatrix, which hung in the
  hallway of the Bayswater villa. The rest were works of accomplishment without genius like his drawing-room centrepiece, The Bedchamber of Desdemona, in the colours of Venetian Gothic
  drama by Henry Wallis.


  The bounder ran off, you know, Utterson had confided to Swain with a chuckle. Eloped, if you prefer it, with the wife of the novelist George Meredith. She being already a
  widowed daughter of Thomas Love Peacock. So many famous names! The world is a small place in its iniquities, is it not, Mr Swain? And a damned large and empty one to the poor devil in
  trouble.


  The tragedy of it all had not prevented Gabriel Utterson chuckling again, over his gin and warm water.


  What was your father, Mr Swain?


  Swains attention was recalled to the present. He frowned a little at his drawing and replied with studied politeness.


  He was a country schoolmaster, Miss Utterson. I fear he died when I was ten and I remember too little of him. He kept a school for the village children at East Knoyle, near
  Shaftesbury.


  I do not think I know East Knoyle, Mr Swain.


  A very small village, Miss Utterson. Sir Christopher Wren was born there.


  Dear me! How you put one in ones place, Mr Swain. Was that why you became a policeman?


  To put one in ones place, Miss Utterson?


  No! You are a goose, Fred Swain! Because your father died?


  There was just a touch of temper in play, a silken whisper of the chestnut hair on satin shoulders as she turned to him. But the laughter shone silently in Romana Uttersons eyes.


  I think I did it from curiosity, Swain said mildly, And then from habit. I dont think I ever did anything in my life, except from curiosity. You should look at the
  left-hand candlestick on the mantel, Miss Utterson. Or I shall make nothing of this.


  The background would be easy enough. Red damask of the wallpaper. Beyond it, through the arch, the elegant conservatory was secluded from the rumble and clatter of the Bayswater Road. It had
  been arranged as a romantic bower, through whose leaves the Lady of Shalott or Guinevere might have materialised, as dressed by Lord Tennyson or William Morris. Within its rich green fragrance,
  during the winter months, there flourished white geranium and heliotrope, fragrant calanthus and blue tree-violets, among the exquisite tracery of hothouse ferns.


  Alfred Swain bowed himself to the sensual occupation of caressing the lines of Romana Utterson with his pencil. Seduction in absentia, he decided, was the basis of his art. Above him the
  harsh flare of the gaselier illuminated his sketch. His model sat unnaturally upright and in profile. Her dress was the high-collared silk with the peaked shoulders which had been fashionable since
  the previous season. Why was it, Swain wondered, that the higher the collar rose and the more she was concealed, the more she revealed herself to him? His features, still youthful, betrayed nothing
  of his thoughts as he began with loving deliberation to follow the slight inward curve of her back above the waist.


  Swains was the long and gentle face of an intelligent horse. Those who ridiculed him for it were men rather than women. But the ridicule was necessary to some of his colleagues. It gave
  them a certain self-confidence, tempering the awe provoked by Swains capacity for learning and memorising, the hunger of his intellectual curiosity.


  Mr Uttersons younger daughters were Eugenia, shortened in the family to Jenny, who was twenty and Adeline, four years her junior, who was more oddly known as
  Dido. Swain had not presumed to try these pet-names. Romana Utterson was far too grand to have a nickname. Her two juniors were now at the polished walnut of the Erard piano, Jenny
  standing or rather leaning over her sister. Dido in a plain day-dress ran her fingers over the keys in easy arpeggios to accompany Jennys soaring soprano.





  On wings of song beloved, Ill bear thy spirit away. . . .


  Far where the Ganges is flowing, where flowers wake bright and gay. . . .







  Effortless and therefore suspect to Alfred Swain, the melodic line of Mendelssohn rose and swooped and rose again in a thousand middle-class drawing-rooms of Bayswater and Highgate, Hampstead
  and Maida Vale. Not, alas, in the tenements of Cable Street or Southwark where much of his professional life was passed.





  For deep in a beautiful garden, of star and moonlight fair. . . .


  The lotus blossoms are waiting to greet thee fondly there . . .


 The lotus blossoms are waiting . . . To  greet  thee  fond-ly  there . . .







 Few of Swains people ever saw beautiful gardens. Star and moonlight revealed to them only a squalor better hid in darkness. They would go to their mean and narrow communal graves in
  Tooting and Hackney, packed down with strangers for twelve years before their rotted remains were burnt collectively at night, without knowing the difference between a lotus blossom and a
  cauliflower or turnip. And without, Swain thought, caring.


  Jennys voice, a little shrill in the higher register, was like the rest of her. She was pretty, with the dark hair and deep slanting eyes of her sisters. But she was not beautiful, as
  Romana Utterson was at twenty-four or twenty-five, and never could be. That was an article of faith with Alfred Swain.


  They had finished On Wings of Song. Jenny was now turning the pages of music for her younger sister, whose quick fingers skipped and cavorted through the Spring Song from
  Songs Without Words. Somewhere there should have been the figure of Mrs Utterson to complete the family evening. But the wing-chair with its flower brocade had been empty almost since the
  day Adeline-Dido was born. By now, Mr Utterson had come to look upon himself as a bachelor encumbered with and ruled by three daughters. It was the great point in common between the lawyer and the
  inspector, this bachelorhood. He and Swain, coming face to face in the Suffolk Galleries and recognising each other from professional encounters had fallen into conversation.


  Mr Utterson of Maybury, Utterson and Parke, solicitors of Gaunt Street, St Pauls, had invited Inspector Swain of Scotland Yard to dinner. The inspector, accepting with reservations, found
  himself in a paradise of female beauty where art and music  the easel and the pianoforte  were paramount. To Alfred Swain it was a world of colour and luxury that bordered almost on
  depravity. All his education had been in books. Historical information and scientific argument, religious debate and travellers tales occupied him mostly. Poetry sometimes, when it was
  worthy. In Memoriam was worthy. So were the Idylls of the King. Swinburne he liked, and rather felt he ought not to. Fiction, never. The key to Alfred Swain, so obvious that it was
  seldom found, was an urge to self-improvement and a conviction that time was running out. He had once consulted a table of vital statistics. With consternation turning to horror, he read that the
  average age of the modern man at death was forty-one. It took him a long time after that to see averages in their true perspective.


  The Uttersons had taken up Swain in their easy and unprepossessing manner. They did not force sketching or salon music upon him. They merely enjoyed it and allowed him to see their
  enjoyment.


  Books? said Mr Utterson cheerfully. Reading for pleasure? I believe I have a dozen improper French novels in the house for that and nothing else these last ten
  years.


  Swain smiled to himself as he remembered this, amused and contented. Then the smile was checked. He had reached a point in his sketch where he must either make it a portrait to the waist or else
  begin upon the hips and legs. It was impossible that he could avoid showing the sketch to Romana Utterson. To continue below the waist was therefore to offer to her a direct and intimate comment
  upon what he thought of as her nether limbs. In other circumstances it would verge upon indecency, impoliteness at least. It drew attention to a lecherous musing upon her form. Even among artistic
  folk of the better sort it was hardly to be risked. The pencil hovered. Dead flesh and naked flesh, of either sex and all ages, was common to Swains profession. Romana Utterson as a
  Haymarket draggle-tail would have caused him no hesitation. But now he hesitated.


  Mr Utterson saved him, rugged and gruff in the manner of a secretly amiable man, the lines and spouting hairs suggesting an age he had not yet reached. The lawyer entered, putting familiar
  music-hall words to Mendelssohns Spring Song.





  Oh, to be on an island where the girls are few. . . .


  Oh, to be on an island where theres only me and you-oo. . . .







  A general protest greeted this blasphemy and Adeline stopped playing. Her father scooped up On Wings of Song from the top of the piano.


  Dont, father! said Jenny indignantly.


  Utterson turned to Swain.


  The innocent art of mockery, Mr Swain! The good old English nose for the pretentious and the absurd! How out of fashion it is! Will you look at this, Mr Swain. Herr Mendelssohns
  publishers warn us: This song may be sung in public without licence. The public performance of any parodied version is, however, strictly prohibited. So when I am caught yodelling it
  in the street these three harpies of mine might have me prosecuted. Regina versus Utterson, Mr Swain, in the matter of Herr Mendelssohns Wings of Song. Womankind, sir, lacks an ear
  for the ridiculous. Come, Mr Swain, you and I will retire to our gin and water.


  Mr Swain is sketching, papa, said Romana Utterson, quiet in her reproach.


  Mr Swain is being imposed upon by the pack of you and needs rescue, said the lawyer scornfully. Mr Swain and I have a little business to attend to. Mr Swain has had enough
  of hysterics and vapours and romantic swoons. And, I daresay, enough of Herr Mendelssohn.


  I was Swain attempted. But Mr Utterson wagged a finger and drew him away.


  Dont encourage em, Mr Swain. Your life wont be worth living if you do.


  Gabriel Utterson maintained with Alfred Swain the cheerful fiction that women were created to be the bane of mankind and that unless a united front were presented, all must be lost.


  Woman will be the last thing civilised by man, old George Meredith used to say. Read Richard Feverel some day. Ah, but you dont read story-books, do you, Mr
  Swain?


  Mr Utterson constantly referred to himself as a bachelor and to everything about him as being of a bachelor kind. He lived with his daughters in the protection of a mutual and facetious
  tolerance.


  Oh, to be on an island where the girls are few, the lawyer sang murmuringly, tossing the music back on to the piano as he led Swain towards the humid fragrance of the conservatory.
  Regina versus Utterson. I like the sound of it, Mr Swain. I should give them a run for their money, I believe.


  I believe you would, sir, said Swain helpfully.


  They went through a door from the conservatory into a small reading-room. It was the beginning of what the lawyer liked to call his bachelor house, its walls lined with law reports bound in
  green and plum-coloured calf, a handsome table and a lectern occupying the rooms centre. Beyond that, under a second glass roof, was Uttersons billiard room, the baize immaculate and
  brightly lit. The room and the lavatory opening off it were tiled in the manner of a sporting club. Utterson opened a final door and they stepped into the smoking room, the deepest male preserve in
  the whole of the house.


  What vices would the inquiring mind attribute to this place! Utterson had once said to Swain, And what disappointment when they found I practised only the smoking of cigars
  and the drinking of gin and water. The rage of people who find out that you are not as bad as they supposed, Mr Swain, is never to be underestimated.


  The smoking-room, though visited by the servant every day, had the look of a place seldom cleaned. The cream ceiling and the plaster mouldings were discoloured by breaths of havana. Deep leather
  chairs had begun to sag under the weight of so many comfortable hours. The linoleum of the floor was frayed and scuffed. Uttersons walls were hung with legal prints and caricatures.
  Officiating at the table, he poured his gin.


  For you, Mr Swain?


  Thank you, said Swain. Just half a glass.


  And no cigar? I will, unless you object.


  Utterson sat down and chuckled again. But now there was no mirth in the sound. Presently he turned to Swain with an enigmatic glance.


  May one speak, Mr Swain, not as to a policeman?


  Swain made a joke of it.


  If not to me, sir, then to whom?


  A delicate point of interpretation, Mr Swain. I promise you, I shall not compromise you in the least. I will mention no names. I will reveal no secret crimes. It is the principle that
  concerns me.


  There can be no objection, sir, to matters of principle.


  It concerns the client, Mr Swain, of a certain lawyer. An unmarried man who was a long time abroad and is now returned, living alone but for his servants. He comes to the lawyer to draw
  up a will. You see?


  Swain nodded. Utterson sank further into his chair and resumed.


  The man of whom I speak is distinguished in his profession. He has been known to the attorney in question for many years, though there have been gaps in their acquaintanceship when the
  testator was overseas. But our distinguished professional man is still in the prime of life. You follow?


  Swain nodded again. Utterson raised a finger and came to the point.


  The will contains a most extraordinary final clause. Indeed, I doubt that it would be held valid in law. It provides that in the event of the death of our friend J all his possessions
  shall pass into the hands of his friend and benefactor H. That is unexceptional, but that his closest friends have never heard before of H, let alone heard J, mention him. What comes next,
  however?


  Utterson refreshed himself from the glass and continued.


  The next clause provides  I quote its very words  that in the event of the disappearance of J, or his unexplained absence for a period exceeding three calendar
  months, the man H shall become possessed of the estate as if J really were dead. Disappearance, mark you, not death. Now, Mr Swain, a lawyer cannot be forced to draw up a will where he believes the
  provisions to be dangerous or unsound. In this case, however, he could not prevent the man himself drawing it up, signing it, and lodging it with him for safekeeping.


  Swain scratched his temple and shook his head, as if to clear it.


  The story is extraordinary. And the man did not die?


  No, sir.


  Nor disappear?


  No, said Utterson. My understanding is that the case stands just as I have described it.


  Swain relaxed, as if with relief that there was nothing in this to embarrass either of them. It was plain to him that Utterson in referring to an attorney was talking about himself. But he had
  the good sense not to make it specific.


  I believe, Swain said, that the lawyer might confront his client with the will. He might argue the unwisdom of such a provision. He might point out that it is legally
  unenforceable and therefore pointless.


  Utterson rubbed his chin.


  Possibly, Mr Swain. Not certainly. I confess to doubts because the courts have never tried precisely this issue. A man may disappear and be presumed dead. He may go off to the jungles of
  Africa and not be heard of again. After a time the courts would presume him dead but not after three months. But there is a worse case. It might be argued that the will attempts to convey a power
  of attorney from J to H. The means used would be irregular but someone must sooner or later administer the estate of the missing testator. You see? I do not think there could be any validity in it.
  But the waters are muddy, Mr Swain.


  Then, sir, ought not counsels opinion to be sought for the sake of all concerned? I am no lawyer, Mr Utterson, heaven knows.


  Utterson wagged a finger again, chuckling as if he had caught Swain at last.


  You are no lawyer, my friend. You are better than a lawyer. You are a policeman. The question I would put is to Scotland Yard, not to the Middle Temple. It is this. Suppose circumstances
  arose in which such a man as J were to go missing, and suppose he had made such provision as this. What would you think?


  Swain looked almost blankly ahead of him.


  That he was dead in suspicious circumstances and the body not found for some reason.


  Right. Utterson approved it.


  Or that he had gone into hiding for reasons which might be innocent or not. They do not sound innocent, on the face of it.


  They do not, Mr Swain.


  Or, since no one has ever seen or heard of H, that H is merely a disguise for J. That, at the least, suggests the intention to deceive.


  Indeed, it does. My own comment upon the matter, after long consideration, was precisely that. At first I thought it was madness. And now I begin to fear it is disgrace.


  It might, of course, be madness, Swain conceded. I had assumed, though, that the soundness of mind was not in question. Madness would explain everything.


  It would, sir, Utterson said. I doubt, however, if it does.


  The two men sat in silence until Swain judged it time to ask the most delicate question of all.


  Does the story have an ending, sir?


  Utterson shook his head.


  It stands just there. J and H where they always were, if H ever was. The will in safekeeping and the legal brotherhood awaiting the great event.


  Then, said Alfred Swain with a desire not to sound priggish, it is perhaps best that I should know no more of it at present.


  Uttersons large head lolled round towards him, the mouth gaping slightly in a humorous reprimand.


  There is no danger of that, Mr Swain. No danger of that whatever. You have heard from me upon the subject all that I propose you ever shall hear.


  And yet, Swain thought, a man of pertinacity need only find a list of Uttersons clients whose names began with J. Those who had no distinction might be eliminated and among the handful of
  names remaining the maker of the curious will might be identified.


  That night Alfred Swain thought a good deal about the story and cast his vote for madness. It was far and away the safest choice. And then, soon after that, he was walking in Kensington gardens
  on a summer afternoon with Romana Utterson on his arm. They were talking tte--tte in a manner that hinted at far greater intimacy. Behind them, within hearing, walked
  the Uttersons maid Lizzie with a friz of auburn hair that was the beauty of Rossettis Beata Beatrix. And Alfred Swain stepped back, begging Lizzie not to eavesdrop on them,
  growing quite cross when she laughed and would not promise. And then he marched Lizzie behind the laurel bushes, hidden from the world, and found to his dismay that he and she were both naked. And
  Lizzie said, Its not disgrace, Mr Swain, only madness. He looked for Romana, remembering that he must not keep her waiting alone on the path. But Romana had gone and he was at
  his wits end to think what to tell her father. And at last, to his great relief, Alfred Swain woke up.


  The comfort of his rooms in Pimlico, the gas popping and the glow of the fire in the wintry dawn, were profoundly reassuring. All the same, Swain was wary of the dream-dramas that came to him at
  such times. Romana Utterson was embedded in his thoughts and fancies. She was too much in his mind. And that, Inspector Swain thought, would not do at present. It would not do at all.
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