

  [image: cover]



     


	 
  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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  Authors Note


  The action of the following novel is set within the brief reign of King Edward VIII, later Duke of Windsor, between January and December 1936.


  The crime of constructive murder or constructive malice was abolished by section 1 of the Homicide Act 1957.
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January


Cats-Eyes



  Chapter One



  Got a match?

  


  In the driving mirror, the scrape of a Swan Vesta cast a flaring image of the cars interior. Its wavering flame lit three profiles, clean-shaven but for the drivers narrow David
  Niven moustache. The glow flickered over polished wood on the dashboard, the clock and instrument panels, white figures on black within silver-chrome rims.


  Sandboy shook the match out. McGouran took the box and dropped it into his pocket. In the front passenger seat, Gillis sat back against the braided leather and sang with a soft impatience,
  I saw my girl at the pictures . . . Up there on the silver screen . . .


  He stopped singing and glanced at Sandboy, You sure Penderll be alone?


  Sandboy adjusted the angle of his soft felt hat. Just him and the old woman. They dont have servants sleeping in. Theyll be no trouble. Pelly Penders well past
  that.


  The rain began again. It fell from a night sky, as if pouring through holes torn in the clouds by a strong wind, bouncing like glass marbles on the black tarmac of the street. The slate roofs of
  drab domestic terraces off the arterial roads of south London glinted sleek in the downpour.


  Here and there, a light went out behind a curtained window at ground level and another came on upstairs. A nation stirred Ovaltine or Bourn-Vita into its bedtime milk. Despite the tapering
  bonnet of its black chassis, the expensive chrome lining of its running-boards, spare-wheel boot and headlamps, no one in St Vincent Street had paid the Rover any attention.


  Sandboy straightened his hat in the mirror and rested his hands on the wheel. His position in the leather driving seat gave him a new authority. He seemed to himself like the leader of a patrol
  or a platoon in a trench raid. Behind him, McGouran folded a woollen scarf more closely over his throat and fastened the top button of his raincoat. He said sharply, For Gods sake
  lets move, Sandy.


  Sandboy shook his head. Ten oclock the street lights go out down the side roads in Purley and Coulsdon. Thats when well be at Rooks Lane. The less anyone can see, the
  better.


  Gillis hummed to himself again, I saw my girl at the pictures . . .


  Sandboy smoked without taking the cigarette from his mouth. His hands were busy now with the neat silver shape of a Walden Safety Revolver, checking the twelve chambers for .22 ammunition.


  Christ! said Gillis plaintively. Its only old Pender and his woman. What the fuck you want to bring that thing for?


  Sandboy took the cigarette from his mouth at leisure and blew out smoke. Show. Mostly for show. Definitely not noise. Any case, you cant do much damage with something this small.
  Macs used one before, if it ever comes to that. Just for show.


  Guns, Gillis said. He drew on his brown kid gloves.


  The whine of a train leaving Streatham Common for Victoria was lost in a shower of sparks as the track divided beyond Greyhound Lane. Across the far end of St Vincent Street, a tram swayed on
  the curve of Streatham High Road like a fully lit ocean liner riding a night swell. Along its upper deck, the rain shone on a banner advertisement for Jack Buchanan and Elsie Randolph in
  Thisll Make You Whistle, at the Streatham Hill Empire. The tram picked up speed, the steel edge of its wheels grinding against iron rails as it whined towards Thornton Heath and
  Croydon.


  McGouran tapped Sandboys shoulder. This friend of yours, Sonny Tarrant. All right, hes big-time now. But how? How come he got so big, in the first place?


  Sandboy took the cigarette from his mouth again. Tarrants not my friend. Hes not anyones friend. I reckon even the women only do it for money or because they have to.
  Old Manders. Manny, that runs the picture-house. Hes the one who knows Tarrant. Thats all.


  So whats between them?


  Sandboy shrugged, frowned at the little revolver and sighted it. Mannys about skint, but for what Tarrant gives him. Still, hes a good front. Tarrants got money he
  shouldnt have and he needs to put it somewhere. Until he pulls the curtain down on Manny, thats where it is. The Garden Royal Hotel, the Luxor Picturedrome, Brandons Garages. Sorry.
  Except the hotel. Tarrant fronts that himself.


  But how come he got so big, though? McGouran insisted, If hes pulled out of robbing and rackets? He cant be forty, even now.


  Sandboy looked at the revolver by the reflected yellow-green slant of the street lamps. He wrapped the gun in its cloth and put it away. Horses, dog tracks to begin with. He pulled a big
  stunt out the White City. When he was eighteen or twenty.


  McGouran grunted. No one pulls in money like that on the dogs.


  Tarrant did. Doping, not betting.


  Gillis stopped his nervous humming and interrupted them. Someones having you on, Sandy. Doping greyhounds out the White City? I seen the outfit at Harringay, where theyre
  strictly second division. Even there the racing association got dozens of retired coppers at the stadium to make sure it never happens.


  I know that.


  White City, week before the race, you have to leave your dog in their kennels. They have police there, too, even at the kennel yards, and they dont even tell the dog owners where
  it is. The dogs go to the track in special yellow vans. Two rows of steel boxes with two guards sitting between them. They have vets that examine every dogs saliva every day and the food
  before its given to them. Not a chance.


  Sandboy stubbed out his cigarette. I know all that. What I heard about Tarrant, White City had twenty sets of kennels in one yard. Different set of kennels for every race. Each dog in a
  separate run. They had a watch hut at one end. Tarrant got over the perimeter wall before they brought the dogs for the next Wednesday nights racing. No one around just then. He went to the
  end kennel. Tall enough for him to stand up, like the rest of them. Seeing they dont need all the kennels at once, this one was spare, used as a store. Timber mostly. Sonny went in and
  fitted a bolt on the inside, so anyone outside would think it was locked or nailed up. Being a store, a watchman wouldnt be bothered about it.


  He paused and sniggered at what was coming next. He even took up some boards from the floor and piled them just inside the door so anyone trying to look through the crack would be sure it
  was a wood store. Then, in the middle of the night, he moved the boards, let himself out and slipped into the next kennel. They had the dogs in there for the last race at White City on Wednesday
  evening . . .


  What did he dope them with?


  Chloretone, Sandboy said. Scraps of fish dipped in chloretone. Not hard to get the stuff. They use it in seasick pills. Cant trace it by tests. No sign of it until
  the dogs blood pressure goes up. When it does, it knocks em back in a few seconds. Anyway, Tarrant puts the fish mixed with chloretone behind every dogs food shutter, except
  for one dog called Moonbeam. Then he goes back to his hiding place, bolts himself in, piles wood back against the door. While its still dark, he takes two boards out of the rear of his shed.
  He can just squeeze out and over the main wall thats a couple of feet behind, and hes away.


  How much did he win?


  Thousands, Sandboy said. Wednesday night, in the last race, they reckon Moonbeam was 81. In the last few minutes, money piles in at the bookies and on the tote. The
  odds get shorter, of course, but Tarrants got his money on by then. When they left the starting traps, all five dogs were doing a good speed. Nothing suspicious. Then they come skidding
  round the first bend. By that time blood pressures going off the scale. One dog slows down and three begin dropping back. Moonbeam wins by a dozen lengths. What I hear is, Sonny Tarrant had
  boys putting money on everywhere. Manchester, Birmingham, all over the place. Only thing the bookies know in Manchester or Birmingham is the wire saying Moonbeam won at White City. No reason not to
  pay out. He came out twenty grand ahead.


  Gillis put the edge of his thumbnail to his teeth. If they couldnt test the dogs, how could they tell theyd had this chloretone?


  They found it in some of the scraps that were left from the fish.


  How come all this was never in the papers?


  It wouldnt be, Sandboy said. The last thing the greyhound racing association wants to do is tell people whats happened and how its done. Especially when
  they cant prove who did it.


  So whered you get this yarn? McGouran asked sceptically. Tarrant?


  Course not. Just someone who should know.


  A tart? A woman of yours, in other words, Gillis said dispassionately. You need your flies sewing with steel wire, my son. Come on, lets go!


  Sandboy turned the key in the ignition and the engine came quietly to life. Full beams from the chromium headlamps cut a path of white down the wet street. The low black car turned right at the
  shop-lit brilliance of the High Road, past the red and green neon-rimmed faade of the Streatham Ice Rink. Dull Edwardian brick of tall buildings with their ottoman-domed and spired corner
  towers rose into the rain of the night sky.


  Believe it or not, Sandboy said indifferently, but Sonny Tarrant didnt buy half the Garden Royal Hotel and Brandons Garages without a lot of money from somewhere.
  Hes more or less a businessman now. Pays his taxes. Never was a bogie smart enough to catch him.


  Like Pender.


  Pender? Sandboy glanced at McGouran in the driving mirror and grinned. Penders nothing. Just fiddling the Customs and Excise, same as anyone would.


  Down the drab arterial road, crowds were leaving the last performances of the night at the cinemas of south London, coming out into drizzle. The showcases to either side of the wide steps were
  placarded with Charlie Chan in Egypt, Robert Donat in The Ghost Goes West, Ginger Rogers and Fred Astaire in Top Hat, Nelson Eddy and Jeanette MacDonald in Naughty
  Marietta.


  You see anywhere round here to take a leak? Gillis asked suddenly.


  McGouran leant forward. Tie a knot. Lets get this done.


  Beyond West Croydon station rain had creased the posters on the railway hoardings that promised Venos Lightning Cough Cure. Cures Your Cough or Costs You Nothing, Amami
  Shampoo. Friday Night Is Amami Night. Placards at the street-corner newsstands repeated the same headlines: NO CHANGE IN THE KINGS
  CONDITION. THE EMPIRE PRATS. GIRL BELIEVED MURDERED BY POISONED TOOTHPASTE.


  When this lot is over, Mac, Gillis said tersely, Im going to get so drunk youll have to bottle me.


  They were coming into Croydon centre, down the long stretch of the London Road. Gillis began murmuring again, I saw my girl . . .


  He is in pictures, McGouran said, nodding at Sandboy, and laughed sharply. Hes a bloody rewind boy!


  Projectionist! Gillis patted Sandboy on the shoulder. Your bosss wife danced with Jack Buchanan in some film, Sandy?


  In the same movie. Not with him. She was Lady Blue.


  She the one youre screwing?


  No.


  He slowed for the traffic lights at the long department-store windows of Allders and Kennards. A strip of lighting shone on another hoarding: A Bungalow at Pevensey Bay. 50
  deposit. Andereida Limited. Blonde and Brunette Prefer the Same Cigarette. Players Bachelor Cork-Tipped. Crowds filled the pavement outside the brightly lit Dance Hall
  and Balcony Caf of the Lido after the Tango and Quickstep championships.


  And she gave you the nod about Pender smuggling furs without paying duty, I suppose? Gillis asked.


  No.


  Gillis sat back and gave it up.


  Whats it matter? McGouran said. Pender cant run to the law and complain about losing what he shouldnt have in the first place. Thats what makes
  it so cute.


  The more expensive houses of Purley and Coulsdon were above them among the hillside trees.


  You think Pender will do as told? Gillis asked quietly.


  Sandboy slowed the car at a turning. Christ knows. Still, hell be well scared. So long as we remember to act as agreed. I dont suppose hes been hit since he was a
  kid. Hes bound to be frightened.


  And having the old woman with him . . . McGouran left the rest unsaid.


  The lights were out along the side road, its surface little more than an asphalt track. There was open land to one side, new five-bedroom houses spaced out and set well back on the other.
  Sandboy touched a switch and the Rovers headlights died. Inside the car, the engine seemed quiet as a sewing-machine. Rooks Lane had been improved by the local safety council, its verges
  studded with glass cats-eyes reflectors. Sandboy drove so that the cars inner wheels bumped rhythmically over the studs.


  Thats neat, Gillis said.


  Mannys last driver got night-blind. Drove for miles bumping along like this. Cats-eyes Carter, they called him.


  He pulled into the side of the lane, drew on the brake and cut the engine.


  Three houses down, he said quietly. Even if they havent left a ground-floor window unlocked, its easy to do one of these.


  Neither of the others spoke. It was the worst part. Gillis and McGouran were now wearing their soft-brimmed trilbies. Sandboy was the first to fold his scarf into a triangle and tie it round his
  head to cover the lower half of his face. Neither Gillis nor McGouran spoke as they masked themselves. McGouran saw himself in the driving mirror and grinned. Bloody Lone Ranger, he
  said.


  Sandboy reached for the door handle. Thats all it is, Mac. Just cowboys and Indians. Remember that. Nothing else. Just that.


 
  Chapter Two



  The rules are easy, Sandboy said. Theyre simple. Theyre not hard to understand at all.


  The Penders sat among the overstuffed cushions and gathered velvet curtains of their drawing room. Their electric log fire was grey and dead, the tiled surround an arctic white in the glare of
  the centre lights. Armchairs and leather chesterfields were empty. The couple sat on upright dining chairs, their wrists tied behind their backs. They were living the householders nightmare
  of masked and armed intruders by night.


  The first phase was over now, the shock of sudden waking, the torch in the face, the warning against noise, the pinioning. Even Mrs Pender had been too uncomprehending to cry out. Brought
  downstairs in their dressing gowns, they were only now waking from unbelief to the particular terror of violent crime.


  The rules, Sandboy said again, as though the repetition made him impatient. The woollen scarf muffled his words and would make his voice harder to identify. Like Gillis and
  McGouran, he stood in trilby and raincoat, his lower face covered by the folded scarf, kid gloves fitting tight. They were like three interrogators in the coven of a modern inquisition. The man and
  woman were scared as they gazed at him, Sandboy could see that. Pender with the rim of grey hair round his wide, shallow-domed head, the horn-rimmed glasses magnifying his staring eyes. Mrs Pender
  with the face that could have been anyones, a little bloated from sleep, the grey hair disordered.


  The Penders began to come to terms with terror, leaning forward a little to catch the rules, frightened of missing a word, wanting to obey, dreading punishment. They watched Sandboys
  eyes. Had it not been for the scarf over his mouth and jaw, they might have been trying to lip-read. Neither of them glanced aside at the silver muzzle of the Walden Safety Revolver which McGouran
  was holding.


  Sandboys own tension began to ebb. These two would be easy. Despite his self-assurance in the presence of Gillis and McGouran, he had dreaded that Pender would defy him. The three young
  robbers had come too far to go back. And Sandboy was the leader who must give the proof of his command. But despite the mask and the gun, he had never learnt how to hurt. There was an art to such
  things which he had never understood. He feared that he would either lack the nerve or go too far, that if Pender called his bluff he might turn and run.


  First rule, he said again quietly, speak when spoken to. Otherwise, keep it shut. Second rule, always answer when asked. Third rule, no noise. Noise, especially, means a
  smacking. Got that, ave you? Both of you?


  They both nodded. Pender first, slowly and dumbly, Mrs Pender in a hasty imitation of her husband.


  For Christs sake tell us . . . Pender said.


  First rule! McGouran shouted, holding the gun at the old mans side, You fucking broke the first rule! Speak when spoken to! Got it?


  The unexpected shout terrified Pender far more than the gun. He stared at Sandboy as if for protection from McGouran.


  Got it? McGouran shouted again. You just broke the second rule as well. Answer when spoken to! I asked you if youd got it! ave you?


  Yes, Pender said. It was a thick, catarrhal whisper.


  Sandboy walked over and stood close in front of Pender again, looking down at the magnified eyes behind the thick lenses. Now. See how easy I am to get on with? he said. You
  think were bastards, dont you? Course you do! But Im all right really, arent I? Ill let you off a smack, just this once. My pal over there with the gun,
  though, hes not all right, is he? Hed put a bullet into an old crook like you as soon as look at you. And dont come the respectable ratepayer with us, Pender. You are a crook.
  Have been for years. Whats happening to you tonight is only what youre well due for.


  For Gods sake, what . . . Pender said.


  Shut it! Sandboy said sharply. You really are going to get a smack next time, f this keeps up. First rule! Speak when spoken to! Remember? I dont want to hear
  from you otherwise. Understand? But when I do ask, you answer smart. No ifs, no buts. Just answers. My pals not pointing that gun for a lark. We decided about you two before we come in.
  Its your missus that gets the first slug, if we dont hear answers to questions. Not to finish her but sos thered be room for a few more in her until you decide to tell
  us what we want to know. After her, of course, theres always you. We got enough ammo for the pair of you.


  Tell us . . .


  Sandboy raised his hand, Mrs Pender gave a whimpering cry of alarm, and the old man fell silent. Sandboy lowered his arm and patted Penders cheek, as if to reward belated obedience.


  Thats better, he said encouragingly. You dont have to be hit, unless you want it. And you wouldnt want to be. My mates wearing his knuckles.
  First time he fists you, hed bust your nose to smithereens. If you cant do as I tell you, Ill let him ask the questions.


  Sandboy walked away slowly, into the dining room with its new electric wall-lighting in semicircular bowls of frosted glass, its drum-shaded standard lamps and new tables of polished Canadian
  maple.


  McGouran crossed the drawing room and stood behind Penders chair. The old man said suddenly, For Gods sake tell us what it is you want! Take what you come for and leave us.
  We could have a deal! Thats all I ask! For Gods sake show some heart!


  McGouran turned to Gillis. Hark at him! He wants a deal! He wants a smack round the head, more like!


  Show him, Sandboy said from the other room. I dont think he believes us. Just show him what happens if he fancies he can be clever.


  McGouran drew his glove off, stretched his hand forward and showed Pender the brass on his fingers, dulled as if it had been clouded by breath. He touched it to Penders cheek.


  You never had it from one of these, did you, Mr Pender? he said amiably. Youd be jumping with fright by now if you ever had. A noser from this is something
  youd wear the rest of your life. Now on, any time you wanted to breathe, youd only be able to do it with your gob open.


  He took the box of Swan Vestas from his pocket and put them on a cake stand by Penders chair.


  And even without bullets, he said patiently, you got any idea what a simple box of matches can do? No? You have a little think about that. Both of you.


  Leave us alone! Mrs Penders was a cry of anger. We never did harm to you.


  Speak when spoken to! McGouran shouted indignantly. You broke the fucking rules!


  There was a dry sound from the silver automatic as he laid its barrel against the old womans face.


  You think we wouldnt use this, Mrs Pender? Let me show you!


  Pender sobbed in terror. McGouran raised the little revolver and aimed it at the wooden picture rail. It made a report scarcely louder than a Christmas cracker and a tiny splintering of wood.
  Mrs Pender hung forward in her chair. McGouran straightened her and raised her chin.


  Shes all right, he said for Penders benefit. It never went near her. Dont you worry. Shes good as new. Plenty of use in her yet.


  Sandboy heard the thin report of the shot and cursed McGouran to himself. Firing the target revolver was no part of the agreement. But what was done was done. He walked back from the dining
  room. Though his eyes returned repeatedly to the electric mantelpiece clock in its oak surround, he acted as if he had all the time in the world.


  You want to hear or not? he asked Pender.


  Yes! For Gods sake, yes!


  Youll only be told once. So listen. Were not here to mess about. You got that well in your head, have you?


  Yes!


  Right, Sandboy said. This is your first and only chance before the music starts. Its what you must have thought all the time. The keys. The keys to Sheil Street. All
  four of them. Street door. Alarm. Workroom door. Storeroom door. Youll be looked after here, while Im up there. Any trouble, the pair of you can go up like a couple of Guy
  Fawkes. He nodded at McGouran. Well leave our friend here. Hes good on the rules. So lets hear about the keys.


  Pender leant forward earnestly. The keys arent . . .


  Oh, dear, McGouran said. Dont tell us the keys arent here. If they are, youll soon tell us, believe me. If not, you could be starring in your own
  bonfire night.


  Theyre not down here! Pender shouted. Why the fuck dont you listen? Theyre kept upstairs. Top drawer of the little set inside the wardrobe!


  McGouran stood behind him. You want to watch your language, he said humorously. Theres a lady present.


  Sandboy went up to the bedroom, the bed itself disordered and the lights now on. The little set of drawers inside the oak wardrobe was unlocked, the keys lying in the first of them. He came
  downstairs with the keys and showed them to Pender.


  Just four? Right? Street door here? Alarm there? Workroom and storeroom? That the lot?


  The old man nodded.


  Thing is, Mr Pender, Sandboy said casually, you been a bit of a naughty boy. Havent you? Theres a lot of pussies in Sheil Street should never be there. They
  come to you without paying duty. All accounts, you been working it for years. Id say someone goes out of the country in a bit of old fox with a receipt for pure mink. Comes back in the real
  thing. Customs dont look at receipts on the way out. You could use the same bit of paper a dozen times.


  Pender shook his head. Sandboy shrugged. Then say theres a jack in the water-guard that takes money off you to look the other way when the stuff comes in. They got one or two bent.
  However its done, you got some stuff at Sheil Street that you never should have. Well be doing you a favour taking it off you. Better us than the law. Right?


  Pender stared at him. Theres nothing there that shouldnt be.


  There is now, Sandboy said, but there wont be soon. Youre in luck, Mr Pender. Were going to make an honest man of you, mostly. Two of us is going now.
  We got two more outside that can be called, if needed. But well see you later. Might even bring you something nice. He turned to McGouran. If you dont hear from us at
  the latest two hours from now, or if theres any trouble here, burn them and this whole place! But make sure they go up anyway.


  He turned in the doorway. And I dont want another word out of either, especially not them asking for favours. Whichever it is that does it gets a smacked head every time the rules
  is broken. All right?


  The door closed. Pender looked quickly and furtively at McGouran, then dropped his eyes and stared in terror at his own feet.
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