

  [image: cover]



  


  Michael Underwood 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


  Almost everyone has a favourite season. For many it will be summer: for a few eccentrics, winter. But for the true connoisseurs of fickle British weather it will surely be
  spring or autumn.


  Rosa Upton had never been in any doubt that autumn was her favourite time of year. She loved the smells and colours of that season, as well as the days of soft luminous light which put her in
  mind of the sleepy face of a waking child.


  It was on such a day in October that she had travelled to Lewes to visit a client on remand in the prison there. It was a glorious day to be in the Sussex countryside, though Lewes prison would
  not in other circumstances have been her first choice of destination.


  Her client (a born and bred Londoner who was seldom out of trouble, or, for that matter, out of prison) was apologetic about bringing her down from town. His previous offences had all been
  committed within the capitals generous bounds.


  Her visit to the prison over, she found she had forty minutes before catching a train back to London. She wandered through the ancient town, stopping at a caf for a cup of tea, after
  which she made her way to the station where she bought a local paper and sat on a seat at the end of the platform to read it. The late afternoon sun provided a welcome to an otherwise functional
  scene.


  Her attention was caught by a piece on an inner page which she read with gathering interest. It seemed that the police were still seeking the driver of a car involved in a hit-and-run accident
  some three weeks before. The accident had taken place at the village of Oakway some ten miles west of Lewes and a schoolboy aged 12 with the name of Jason Cutler had been killed outright. Not only
  had the driver never been traced, but there was the added mystery of the boys presence at the scene. The accident had occurred around nine or ten ooclock in the evening when, by
  rights, the boy should have been asleep in his dormitory. Instead he was at a lonely cross-road just beyond the perimeter of the school grounds, dressed in jeans and a wind-cheater over the top of
  his pyjamas. As yet no explanation had been forthcoming as to what he was doing when he met his death.


  Rosa felt a sudden pang of sadness. She hadnt been particularly happy at boarding school herself and would have run away if it hadnt seemed such an impossible feat. Is that what
  Jason Cutler had been intent on doing?


  Apparently not, for in the next paragraph she read that the headmaster, Mr Richard Brigstock, described Jason as a happy, well-integrated twelve-year-old with no apparent problems. Moreover, he
  had been at Easter House School for two years, which posed the question, if he was unhappy, why had he left it so late to run away? And as though to acquit the school of any blame for what
  happened, the item mentioned that Jason was in charge of the boys garden and was something of a green-fingered wizard.


  Rosa finished reading the piece and sat wondering about the boys death. Bad enough to die so young, but doubly terrible with a great question mark left hanging over the tragedy. There was
  mention of Jasons parents living in Egypt where his father worked for a multinational firm of construction engineers. What a terrible shock it must have been for them when they received the
  news of their sons death.


  Rosa was still brooding over this aspect of personal tragedy when her train was signalled. It was more crowded than she had anticipated and she made her way to a non-smoking compartment at the
  rear where she found a window seat vacant, apart from a crumpled newspaper lying on it. She glanced questioningly at the girl opposite. It might be her paper which she had discarded: on the other
  hand it might be a form of token occupation by somebody who had gone off to the buffet car.


  Excuse me, is this seat taken? she enquired.


  The girl, who was enveloped in a shapeless red sweater, made no reply and Rosa observed she was wearing a Walkman whose thin leads disappeared into a bulging carrier bag at her side. Rosa tapped
  her on the knee and pointed at the seat. The girl gave her an abstracted smile and leaned forward to remove the paper which she stuffed down the side of her seat. As Rosa settled herself, the girl
  dug into her carrier bag and produced a shiny apple which she proceeded to eat, core and all, until all she was left with was the stalk. After twiddling this between her forefinger and thumb in a
  ruminative sort of way, she dropped it into her bag.


  Rosa reached into her briefcase and fetched out the paperback she had been reading. But then she laid it unopened on her lap and gazed out of the window at the changing pattern of green fields
  and clumplike woods, which would all too soon give way to the outer suburbs of London. From time to time she glanced across at the girl sitting opposite her, wondering what she was listening to on
  her headset. Her original assumption had been that it was music, but as the journey progressed she decided that music was unlikely to be responsible for so many variations of expression on the
  girls face. Though her eyes were closed, she was clearly not asleep. So if it wasnt music, it must be words. A book, maybe, or a long, newsy tape from a friend who lived abroad. The
  latter would best explain her changes of expression, though enjoyment seemed to be behind them all.


  As Rosa observed her, she became increasingly intrigued. It became a sort of game between them, albeit one of which the girl was blithely unaware. Unfortunately, it was also a game which Rosa
  had no chance of winning. She would never know how close her guesswork came to the truth.


  On two occasions the girl opened her eyes and fumbled in the carrier bag, apparently turning the tape. After which she sat back again with a contented air.


  Rosa reckoned she was in her early twenties at the most. She wore no make-up and had a generally fresh, healthy look about her. Her blonde hair was a mess, but somehow that seemed to go with the
  rest of her. She was naturally attractive without apparently bothering about her appearance and Rosa secretly envied her obvious confidence. She wondered where she came from and where she was bound
  for. She could easily be a girl sharing a flat with others in one of Londons less fashionable enclaves. Equally, she might be a country girl living at home in rural Sussex; though there
  werent too many of them around these days.


  The journey was nearing an end and speculating about the girls background had passed the time in a harmless way. Rosa put her unread book back in her briefcase and buttoned her jacket.
  The train was crossing the river on its approach to Victoria Station when, with startling suddenness, the girl tore off her Walkman and thrust it into the carrier bag. She had turned quite white
  and her expression had become one of undisguised alarm. Even as Rosa debated whether to say something to her, the girl leapt up from her seat and hastened along the aisle toward the door at the end
  of the compartment.


  The last Rosa saw of her was jumping off the train as soon as it came to a halt and hurrying along the platform as if every second counted. By the time Rosa got out, the girl had vanished. She
  felt frustrated and strangely bereft. It was as though a seemingly happy story had been given a sudden shocking twist at the end.


  As she queued for a taxi outside the station, she found her mind totally preoccupied by what had just happened. She glanced about her in the forlorn hope that the girl might suddenly
  materialise. But she had vanished without leaving a single clue as to her identity.


  The whole disturbing incident continued to haunt Rosas thoughts during the rest of the day and when she reached home that evening. As a result, she found it hard to concentrate on the
  case she had to prepare for court the next day.





  Chapter Two


  And hows Rosa this morning?


  Rosa turned to find Philip Atherly smiling at her. She had an urge to tell him that he had nothing to smile about. During a short acquaintance shed had time to find out that he had more
  than his fair share of irritating habits and a supercilious smile was one of them. Another was the way he had addressed her by her first name, without either invitation or encouragement, almost
  from the first moment they had met, which had been at this very court. Rosa had been on the point of departure at the end of a case when he approached her.


  Care to defend me? he had asked with the smile that now grated on her. I heard you in court just now and knew at once you were the lawyer for me.


  What are you supposed to have done? she had asked with a note of caution.


  Possession of a spot of cannabis. A lot of nonsense about nothing if you ask me. Anyway, will you defend me?


  She should have been guided by her instinct and said no. But she was mildly flattered by his approach and, after all, as Robin Snaith, her senior partner, was fond of saying, lawyers are like
  cabs on a rank. They ply for hire.


  That had been about a month ago, since when she had had a longish conference with him in her office and an exchange of telephone calls.


  And now they had reached the day of his trial. He was due to plead guilty to a charge of possessing two grammes of cannabis and Rosas task would be confined to mitigation of sentence.


  So hows everything? he enquired again.


  All right, Rosa replied crisply. And with you?


  Fine. Also Ive remembered to bring my chequebook. Observing Rosas expression he added, To pay the fine. I take it theyll accept a cheque?


  Lets hope the court imposes a fine and nothing worse.


  You told me a fine was likely. Surely people dont get sent to prison for having a bit of cannabis?


  They can be. It depends on the circumstances. If the court took the view that you were a supplier, youd almost certainly be put inside.


  But Im not a supplier, he expostulated. What I had was for my own use. For heavens sake, Rosa, dont start scaring me now.


  Rosa felt momentarily guilty. She had been unnecessarily brutal to him. Whatever her private doubts on the subject, he had all along maintained that he wasnt a drug pusher; moreover, he
  had not been charged with more than possession. Nevertheless she suspected that he knew more about the drugs scene than he was prepared to admit.


  When she had asked him for personal particulars for the purpose of her plea in mitigation, he had been at pains to gloss over certain areas of his past. What was apparent was that he had had a
  considerable number of jobs over the last five years and he was still only 26. He had been a schoolmaster, a personal assistant to a senior partner in a firm of stockbrokers, a car salesman for a
  group that specialised in Mercedes and, most recently, had been a so-called executive with a firm of property developers on the Costa del Sol.


  When Rosa had questioned him about his sources of income, he had told her that he was the beneficiary of a small trust fund which was sufficient to meet his basic needs, though no more. He also
  admitted to some savings and Rosa found herself wondering if they were profits from drug deals.


  Try and look contrite in court, even if you dont feel it, she said, as she noticed him smiling at a girl on the further side of the court lobby. If theres one
  thing courts dont appreciate, its a defendant who looks pleased with himself.


  Hows this? he said, pulling a face of mock gravity.


  Im serious.


  Dont worry, I wont let you down.


  It wont be me but yourself that you let down.


  The girl at whom he had been smiling had come over to where they were standing.


  This is Charlotte, Atherly said. Shes here to hold my hand.


  Ive also brought some cash, Charlotte said, producing a bundle of 20 notes from her pocket. Just in case they wont accept a cheque, she
  added.


  Rosa says they will take a cheque, always provided Im not sent to prison.


  Oh surely not, the girl exclaimed, giving Rosa an anxious look.


  I was merely trying to get him to take the matter seriously, Rosa said with a touch of exasperation. You may be better at it than I am. Possession of even a relatively small
  amount of cannabis is not a joking matter. Not these days, anyway. Courts have got really tough on drug offenders.


  Ive already promised I wont let you down, he said, as though trying to pacify a querulous child.


  I suggest we go into court and wait for the case to come on, Rosa said firmly.


  Even the smallest doses of her clients company were a strain. His whole manner irritated her. She tried to make allowances for clients who were facing the ordeal of a court appearance,
  but it was hard going where Philip Atherly was concerned.


  As they moved towards the court, Rosa stepped aside to study the days case list and to see which magistrate was sitting.


  It was Mr Wilfrid Fleetwood, known to all the regulars as Uncle Wilf. He was a charming, silver-haired old man who treated everyone with extreme courtesy and who had miraculously avoided
  becoming corrupted by an insidiously corrupting job. To say that he was also a good magistrate would have been going too far. He hated sending anyone to prison and still believed he could find good
  in everyone.


  To defendants, he was a gift from heaven: to the police, a running sore. They would gladly have foregone all his courtesy for a more abrasive approach, even if that meant an occasional flick of
  the lash across their own shoulders.


  As Rosa took her seat, the magistrate gave her a courtly smile, then peered with a benign expression around his court, as though everyone present had come to help him get through the day.


  It wasnt long before the case was called on and Philip Atherly stepped into the dock. He pleaded guilty to the charge of possessing cannabis and a nervous young woman from the crown
  prosecution service rose to present the facts. Nervousness gave her voice a certain strident quality and she gesticulated so as to give the impression of an unco-ordinated marionnette. When she
  resumed her seat, Mr Fleetwood thanked her for her help in what he described as this serious matter.


  After a police officer had given evidence of the defendants antecedents  or as much of them as Atherly had been prepared to disclose  the magistrate turned towards
  Rosa.


  And what would you like to say to me, Miss Epton? he enquired, as though it were the moment for which he had been waiting all morning.


  The first thing to tell your worship is that my client has learnt his lesson. In pleading guilty to this charge he has made a commitment to have nothing further to do with drugs of any
  sort. Rosa was thankful that Atherly was sitting behind her and that she was unable to observe his expression as she made this ringing assertion. Admittedly it was what he had told her, but
  with more calculation than conviction.


  Rosa went on, The next important thing to tell your worship is that my client had the drug purely for his own use. He is not a pusher, nor has he been involved in the profit-making side
  of drug abuse. He has, he tells me, smoked cannabis on perhaps half a dozen occasions when he has been out with friends, but this was the first time he has ever had a quantity of the drug actually
  in his own possession. He very foolishly bought it from a man he met at a party whom he had neither seen before nor has seen since. He had been depressed in his search for a new job and sought to
  forget his problems in this stupid way. He is glad now that the police raided the party when they did, as it has given him the opportunity of reflecting on his foolishness before he was drawn
  deeper into the evil morass of the drug scene of today.


  There are just two further points I should like to make to your worship. The first is that my client is a person of hitherto good character and the second that he is still a young man.
  Young enough to benefit from leniency and to make good in life if your worship will give him the opportunity.


  Thank you, Miss Epton. Most helpful, Uncle Wilf said, giving her another courtly smile.


  Atherly was prodded to his feet by the jailer and the magistrate addressed him.


  Im glad to hear that you now realise what a foolish young man you have been. Anyone who dabbles in drugs has to be, at the very least, foolish. You are fortunate, however, in
  having had Miss Epton to plead on your behalf.


  I accept that you had the cannabis purely for your own purpose and that you acquired it at a time of personal stress, though I would remind you, if reminder still be necessary, that the
  taking of drugs, even of so-called soft drugs, has never solved anyones problems.


  However, as Miss Epton has pointed out, youre a young man of hitherto unblemished character and I like to think that you now see the error of your ways and will make a determined effort
  to stay out of future trouble. In those circumstances, I do not consider that a custodial sentence is called for and I impose a fine of 300, which will, I hope, bring home to you the
  seriousness of your offence.


  Philip Atherly bowed his head in what might have been taken as a sign of contrition, but was more likely to hide his expression of relief. At the same time the court inspector and the jailer
  exchanged routine glances of resignation and despair.


  Coming in front of Uncle Wilf is like being given the free run of a supermarket, the jailer was fond of saying.


  Philip Atherly and Charlotte were waiting outside the court when Rosa emerged.


  There! I behaved perfectly, didnt I, Rosa? Atherly said with a supercilious grin. I said I wouldnt let you down.


  It might be more to the point to say thank you, Charlotte remarked with a touch of asperity. But for Rosa, you might have gone to prison.


  Not in front of that old sheep. They told me he never puts anyone inside if he can help it.


  Oh, youre hopeless, Charlotte said crossly. She held out a hand to Rosa. Id better take him home. Let me say thank you on his behalf.


  I love it when she gets all schoolmistressy, he said to Rosa with a further grin. Anyway, thanks for what you did for me. Till we meet again . . .


  If Rosa could help it, thered certainly be no meeting again.
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