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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


  Well get you for this, you spiteful old cow!


  The courts accoustics were excellent and every word could be clearly heard. There was a slight scuffle as the police officer responsible for order in the public gallery closed in on the
  man who had created the disturbance and tried to drag him from his seat. Almost immediately the woman next to him started to scream obscenities at the judge.


  It was several minutes before order was restored, during which time the one person who remained wholly composed was Her Honour Judge Celia Kilby. She just sat quietly waiting for the next
  defendant to appear in the dock to be sentenced. It was a day on which she was dealing with a succession of pleas of guilty, which she did expeditiously and with as much emotion as a mediaeval
  executioner.


  She was always tough on burglars and it was her sentence of six years on one named Patrick Pashley that had provoked the outburst in the public gallery from his wife, Shirley, and brother,
  Dan.


  Patrick Pashley himself was so stunned by the severity of his sentence (hed been expecting a maximum of four years) that he was back in a cell beneath the court-room before it had sunk
  in. By then all he could do was shout and bang on the wall with his fists. But just as the courts accoustics were near perfect, so its cells were virtually sound-proof. Thus Judge Kilby was
  able to proceed undisturbed and it wasnt long before the next defendant was on his way to prison.


  Peter Duxbury turned and gave Rosa Epton, his instructing solicitor, a dubious smile.


  She certainly got out of bed the wrong side this morning, he murmured.


  She does every morning, Rosa remarked.


  She was still cross that the counsel she had originally briefed was not going to appear. It had been an all too familiar story. At five oclock the previous evening the clerk of the
  Chambers had phoned to say that unfortunately the counsel she had instructed was still part heard in the Court of Appeal, where the case in which he was appearing had not finished as expected.


  But not to worry, Miss Epton, the clerk had gone on breezily with all the confidence of a super salesman, Ive had young Mr Duxbury read the papers and I know
  youll not be disappointed in him. Hes one of the bright young stars in our Chambers and hell not let you down.


  On meeting Peter Duxbury at court that morning, Rosas first impression had not been entirely favourable. He might be a bright young star, but it had struck her that hed already
  acquired some of his professions less attractive characteristics. A tendency towards complacence and an indulgent use of legal jargon were two such, neither being appropriate to a plea in
  mitigation on behalf of someone charged with stealing ladies underwear on a grand scale.


  She hoped, however, that her initial reservation might prove ill-founded. He had certainly read his brief and seemed full of self-confidence, but then he had never yet appeared before Judge
  Kilby.


  Usher, will you kindly stop moving about. Its most distracting.


  The judges quiet but authoritative tone caused everyone to freeze in their places. The hapless court usher, a homely, middle-aged woman, quickly sat down and stared demurely at the floor
  with hands folded in her lap. Palpable waves of sympathy flowed in her direction.


  Cedric Duthie, who was Rosas client, came into the dock and she turned to give him a quick smile of encouragement. She had warned him that, in view of his previous record, he was bound to
  go to prison. The only question being for how long. It was not an easy case in which to mitigate, hence Rosas annoyance at not having the counsel of her choice to make the plea.


  In answer to the clerk, Duthie admitted the charges put to him with a cheerfulness that ill became his situation.


  Between you and me. Miss Epton, he had earlier confided in Rosa, courts bring out the best in me. I respond to the occasion. I enjoy being the centre of attention. With the
  judge and the barristers all dressed up in their wigs and robes, I really feel Im somebody.


  As he pleaded to the indictment, Judge Kilby observed him as a spider might contemplate a fly caught in its web.


  Prosecuting counsel outlined the facts of the case in dispassionate language, referring to the items of female underwear that the defendant had stolen with no more emotion than if theyd
  been so many brown paper bags. He told the court that the defendant also wanted a number of other offences to be taken into consideration when he was sentenced, adding, Not all relating to
  female nether garments, Your Honour.


  A police officer then went into the witness box and gave Duthies antecedent history to the court. He was forty-seven years old, he said, and had no fixed employment.


  Hed hardly have had time to follow any regular employment with his record, the judge observed acidly.


  I agree, Your Honour, the officer said with a sycophantic grin.


  Do you wish to ask the officer any questions, Mr Duxbury? Judge Kilby enquired.


  Tell me, Officer, has Mr Duthie . . .


  Mr Duxbury, the judge intervened sharply, in this court hes not Mister anybody, hes the defendant.


  If Your Honour pleases, counsel said in a tone that implied his concern with more important things. Turning back to the witness he went on, Has the defendant shown you every
  co-operation throughout your enquiry?


  Yes.


  The officer may know what you mean, the judge broke in, but I dont.


  Rosa observed her counsel turn a shade of pink as he faltered before replying.


  I mean, Your Honour, has the defendant been helpful to the officer?


  As opposed to obstructing him and aggravating the offences to which he has pleaded guilty? the judge enquired with a contemptuous sniff.


  With the greatest respect, Your Honour, I submit that my question was perfectly clear and reasonable in the circumstances, Peter Duxbury said hotly, while Rosa squirmed in her
  seat.


  Though her sympathies were with counsel, it was her clients fate she was most concerned about. It seemed that the judge had taken an immediate dislike to counsel and was set to give him a
  rough time. And that meant a poor outlook for the defendant.


  The officer in charge of the case, who had no particular love for judges or barristers, having suffered at the hands of both, was content to see others shed blood. In answer to further questions
  he conceded that the defendant had never shown violence in the course of his criminal career, but refused to speculate on whether he was in need of psychiatric help.


  He never sold for profit any of the underwear he stole, did he? Duxbury asked.


  No, he kept it in an old trunk in his room.


  Do you know whether he used to put any of it on sometimes?


  Judge Kilby tapped her notebook with her pen in a gesture that the court regulars recognised as a storm signal.


  Well, answer the question, Duxbury barked, when the witness hesitated.


  Mr Duxbury, the judge said in an icy tone, the defendant has pleaded guilty to theft and I assure you it wont assist the court to explore any prurient by-ways, such
  as you propose.


  I was hoping to satisfy Your Honour that my client really is in need of psychiatric treatment . . .


  Then you can save your energies, as well as the courts time, Judge Kilby said tartly.


  With the greatest respect, Your Honour, Im entitled to ask any relevant questions I wish.


  By this time Peter Duxburys face had turned a deeper red and his voice became tense. All Rosa felt able to do was sit tight and hope. To try and whisper calming sentiments into his ear
  was unlikely to achieve any good. What she did do was silently curse the clerk in Peter Duxburys Chambers for his choice of replacement.


  Your question was irrelevant, the judge said. Now will you kindly get on and not waste the courts time.


  If Im prevented from putting the questions I wish, I have nothing further to ask him, counsel said and promptly sat down. Turning round to Rosa, he said in a furious
  whisper, Shes a bitch and not fit to be a judge.


  Youve still got to make a plea in mitigation, Rosa said helplessly, I suggest you keep it short.


  The courts waiting, Mr Duxbury, Judge Kilby broke in. Perhaps you would do it the courtesy of not keeping everyone in suspense while you whisper to your instructing
  solicitor.


  Peter Duxbury rose to his feet and took a deep breath. Rosa could see that he was shaking with emotion. If he couldnt cope with judicial bullying, he wouldnt survive for long in a
  highly competitive profession. After all, Judge Kilby was by no means the only member of the Bench to throw her judicial weight around.


  I ask Your Honour to put aside all preconceived notions about my client, he began, but got no further.


  I will put that remark down to your inexperience and ignore its impertinence, the judge said coldly. This court does not have preconceived notions about any of the
  defendants who appear before it.


  Rosa thought for a desperate moment that counsel was about to pick up his papers and stalk out of court. There seemed to be an endless silence while Peter Duxbury wrestled with his emotions and
  the judge continued to stare at him.


  At last he spoke, if Your Honour doesnt wish to hear me further, it would be better to say so and Ill take the matter to the Court of Appeal.


  Arent you being both premature and somewhat presumptuous, Mr Duxbury? As far as Im aware you dont have any grounds of appeal. The defendant has pleaded guilty to
  these distasteful offences and consequently the only appeal will lie against sentence and that stage has not yet been reached. Am I right?


  Yes, counsel said in a strangulated voice.


  Very well, Im still waiting to hear your plea in mitigation, so shall we get on?


  Somehow counsel managed to string together a dozen sentences which passed for a not very effective plea in mitigation. He did, however, suggest that the offences indicated a morbid streak in the
  defendants nature which psychiatric treatment might help to eradicate.


  When he sat down, Rosa could see rivulets of sweat pouring down the back of his neck. Even his wig looked as if it had been caught in the rain. She turned to glance at Cedric Duthie, who was
  wearing, as well he might, a slightly bemused expression. He immediately flashed her a cheerful smile. A moment later the clerk of the court asked him whether he had anything to say before sentence
  was passed.


  He stood up and beamed at the judge who quickly looked away.


  I should just like to thank everyone, he said in an ingratiating voice. The police, my counsel and Miss Epton, as well as Your Honour who, I know, will treat me fairly. We
  all have our funny little ways and mine have led me here. Mind you, Ive not always had that particular urge and I cant tell you why I do it. Maybe a psychiatrist could help me, if
  Your Honour thought it a good idea. Anyway, thats all I want to say ... Oh, yes, there was one other thing. Its the first time Ive appeared in front of a lady judge.
  Its always nice to have a first in ones life and Im grateful to Your Honour for being the one to provide such a memorable occasion.


  Everyone glanced towards Judge Kilby who appeared as surprised as the rest of her court. But she quickly pulled herself together.


  Cedric Duthie, she said, I regard you as a social pest rather than a hardened criminal. Whether or not you could benefit from psychiatric treatment, I dont pretend to
  know. For the offences to which you have pleaded guilty and for those you have asked to have taken into consideration, I sentence you to eighteen months imprisonment.


  A moment later the court had adjourned and Judge Kilby and the defendant had made their separate exits, leaving Rosa and Peter Duxbury standing in an awkward silence.


  The fact that Cedric Duthie had received a lighter sentence than expected was, perversely, due to counsels unfortunate passage at arms with the judge. Judge Kilby was obviously aware that
  she had over-stepped the mark and had therefore decided to pass a sentence against which an appeal couldnt be justified. Rosa had known it happen before when trial judges didnt wish
  their conduct to be scrutinised by their senior brethren.


  What had happened in court had been to Duthies advantage, so that all was well that ended well. Rosa was reflecting sardonically on this when Peter Duxbury spoke.


  Ill not let her get away with it, he said savagely. I wont have her wreck my career. Through clenched teeth he added, I could kill her with my
  own hands.


  Rosa felt embarrassed by such melodramatic threats, particularly as they were obviously overheard by a number of people on their way out of court, including a press reporter whose nose gave an
  immediate eager twitch.


  Normally she would have gone to the cells to have a few comforting words with her client, but it struck her that, on this occasion, counsel was in greater need of solace than the ever chirpy
  Cedric Duthie.


  Ill meet you outside, she said to Peter Duxbury, and well go and have a drink.


  On her way out of court, an elderly barrister politely held a door open for her.


  Just another typical day in the life of our beloved Judge Kilby, he remarked with a dry cackle as Rosa passed him.


  It was, in fact, Thursday, 22nd May. A day on which events yet to come cast their first ominous shadow.
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