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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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  Prologue


  You do believe Im innocent, dont you, Miss Epton?


  It was a question that always caused Rosa a mental squirm, for no answer short of Ill stake my life on it was going to satisfy the client seeking such an assurance. She had
  long since discovered it was no use replying that it was the jurys view that mattered and not her own.


  But I still want you to believe Im innocent, was the invariable riposte to that evasion.


  Robin Snaith, who was Rosas senior partner, merely used to give her an indulgent smile whenever she brought up the subject.


  Its only natural, he was inclined to say. Clients always want to feel that their solicitor is one hundred per cent committed to their cause. Its an emotional
  need. Theyre like a drowning man looking for something to cling to. And because youre an attractive girl they want to cling all the tighter.


  So whats your answer? Rosa had long ago asked him.


  I say that lawyers are not concerned with innocence, only with the quantum of proof in each case.


  And that satisfies them? she had enquired incredulously.


  Of course not, but I move on quickly while theyre still pondering what Ive said. Quantum is a particularly good word for distracting their minds . . .


  Over the years Rosa had come to accept that her femininity did indeed render her more vulnerable to this perilously loaded question. The fact was, however, that very few clients were innocent
  within the dictionary meaning of the word. That didnt prevent her fighting hard to obtain their acquittal where the evidence against them fell short. To Rosa, as to most lawyers, innocence
  and being found not guilty were two different things. But try explaining that to an indignant client!


  From the time she had joined Robins firm as a clerk, he had always warned her against the dangers of becoming emotionally involved in a case. It was sound advice and she normally had no
  difficulty keeping her head firmly in control of her heart. Just occasionally, however, something would happen to disturb the balance and then the effect was apt to be felt all round the office,
  for she was not one to agonise in silence.


  There was, moreover, the additional factor that whenever she did believe a client to be truly innocent, the task of defending him became that much more onerous.


  The Queen against Stephen Lumley was such a case . . .





  Chapter One


  Howd things go in court today?


  Rosa glanced up to find Robin standing in her doorway. She had just returned from court and was still taking papers out of her briefcase.


  She gave him a quizzical look. Her case had not been one in which he had any particular interest and that meant his enquiry was merely a pretext for finding out what sort of mood she was in.
  Which, in turn, meant he was about to ask her a favour if the moment seemed propitious. He always took trouble to choose the right moment for his approaches.


  They didnt, Rosa said with a sigh. The chief prosecution witness failed to turn up and there was an adjournment. The police were livid as theyd visited him
  yesterday evening and hed promised hed be at court today.


  A familiar story, Robin observed. I take it your clients influence stretches beyond his garden wall?


  Hes King Kong without the charm. Need I say more! Anyway, what really brings you to my room?


  May I offload a case on you?


  Of course. Is that all? I thought you were about to tell me youd been dipping into the clients account. What case is it?


  Lumley.


  Is he the chap charged with armed robbery?


  And with attempted murder. He came up on remand this morning and has been put over to next Thursday, which clashes with that case of mine involving the MPs wife, which is
  part-heard. So I must give it priority.


  Thats all right, Rosa said cheerfully, glancing at her diary. I can manage Lumley that day. Tell me something about it.


  Three men, of whom one is alleged to be our client, raid a jewellers shop off Oxford Street. A shot is fired at the owner as he emerges from his office at the rear. The men grab
  about 100,000 worth of stuff, mostly diamond and sapphire rings, and flee. Two of the raiders got clean away, but Lumley was tripped up by a passer-by as he made his escape and was
  arrested.


  Was he carrying a gun?


  No.


  Thats something.


  Its about all.


  What about the two who got away, do the police have descriptions?


  Robin shook his head. It seems likely they were disguised. Wigs and false moustaches and that sort of thing.


  And Lumley?


  Not disguised.


  Why should two have been disguised and not the third?


  Lumley insists he wasnt part of the gang. He says he was an innocent who got caught up.


  Whyd he run away then?


  A good question. Youll be able to ask him. Ive not had more than a five-minute chat with him.


  What was he doing in the shop? Was he a bona fide customer?


  Hes a nephew of the owner, Bernard Hammond, and had gone there to see his uncle.


  An unfortunate piece of timing!


  Disastrous, if hes to be believed.


  And do you believe him?


  Robin gave her a sardonic smile.


  Depending on the judge, Id say hell get between five and ten years.


  It wasnt long after Robin had returned to his own room that Stephanie, their telephonist-cum-receptionist, came on the line.


  I have a Mrs Lumley whod like to speak to you, she announced in her usual dispassionate voice. She asked for Mr Snaith, but I understand youre now handling the
  case involving her husband. Shall I put her through or tell her youre engaged?


  No, Ill speak to her, Steph, Rosa said. Having taken the case over she might as well plunge right in. She was going to need to talk to Mrs Lumley at some stage, though she
  would normally have waited until after she had met Stephen Lumley himself. She picked up her pen and pulled a thick note-pad toward her.


  Miss Epton? a nervous voice enquired. Im Christine Lumley. I gather youve taken over my husbands case.


  Thats right. My partner, Mr Snaith, is unable to attend court when your husband appears next week and has asked me to act in his place.


  Im ever so grateful to you.


  Rosa blinked in surprise. Defendants and their wives werent noted for offering thanks to their lawyer  and certainly not at such an early stage of proceedings. In Rosas
  experience, most of her clients regarded legal aid as their right; something supplied by the state and therefore not subject to any norms of gratitude.


  What can I do to help you, Mrs Lumley? she asked.


  Stephens innocent, Miss Epton. He really is. I hope you believe that.


  Whatever I believe wont affect my efforts at defending him, Rosa said in what she hoped was a reassuring tone. But at the moment I know very little about the case. In
  any event, courts are not concerned with innocence as such. They are there to weigh up all the evidence and then decide whether or not a charge is proved. If its not, the defendant is found
  not guilty and goes free.


  But surely it must make it easier for you to know your client is innocent?


  Rosa groaned inwardly. Christine Lumley sounded nice enough, but she would try Rosas patience if she insisted on plugging her husbands innocence every time they spoke.


  I think the best thing would be for us to meet, Mrs Lumley, she said briskly. Could you come to my office tomorrow afternoon at, say, three oclock. Then we can
  discuss the case.


  Rosa wasnt due in court the next day and spent the morning working on papers in her office. It was two oclock before she decided to go out for a quick lunch.
  There was a family-run Italian cafe nearby which she usually visited on such occasions. In summer a sandwich sufficed and in winter a steaming bowl of minestrone. Occasionally, very occasionally in
  view of its calorific content, she would have a plate of spaghetti bolognese.


  On this particular November day she decided to break with routine and have a cheese omelette. She was a popular customer and was always greeted like a long lost relative by Mamma Capella and her
  dashing son, Paolo.


  Finishing her cup of black coffee, she left money for the bill on the table and slipped away while mother and son were busy with other customers.


  It was just after two thirty when she got back to the office. As she opened the outer door she became aware of a young woman sitting nervously on the edge of a chair in the small reception area.
  Stephanies face, wearing an expression of sardonic despair, was framed in the hatch behind.


  Mrs Lumley? Rosa enquired.


  The girl jumped up. Im afraid Im early. I hope you dont mind.


  Thats all right. Come along to my room.


  Ive had to arrange for a neighbour to look after the children and I promised Id be back by four thirty.


  How old are they?


  Maxwells six and Cheryls three. Max goes to school and Cheryls just started at a play group three mornings a week.


  Whereabouts do you live?


  Weve got a flat in Kilburn. Its not ideal, but . . .  She gave a helpless shrug. Well, theres no point in thinking about moving at the moment, though
  Stephen and I had discussed getting away from London before all this happened. Its not a good environment for children. I come from Cambridgeshire myself.


  They had reached Rosas room and were seated, Rosa behind her desk and Christine Lumley in a chair to one side. Rosa had always avoided having her visitors sitting directly opposite her as
  she felt it gave an unfortunate effect of confrontation.


  Lets get one or two questions out of the way first, she said as she prepared to make notes. How old is your husband?


  Twenty-nine. Im twenty-six.


  And whats his job?


  Christine Lumley bit her lip and looked suddenly close to tears. She was a nice-looking girl in an unspectacular sort of way. Her fair hair was cut short and she had neat features, though her
  eyes reflected the strain she was living under. They had a lack-lustre appearance and were surrounded by smudges of exhaustion.


  Hes been out of work for some time, she said. But I hope you wont hold that against him.


  What used he to do when he was in work?


  Hes had a lot of different jobs. It hasnt always been his fault, but if Stephen takes a dislike to someone, hes apt to show it.


  To an employer, you mean?


  She gave a nod. Hes best working for himself. He enjoyed being a mini-cab driver, but then he had an accident and the insurance company refused to pay up and he couldnt
  afford to put the car back on the road. That was an absolute disaster. Since then, hes just done anything that came to hand, which means weve not had a regular income. Rosa
  waited for her to go on, which she did with obvious painful recollection of the difficult times theyd been through. Like everyone else we have our money problems. Were in debt
  all round. And now this nightmare! She paused; then giving Rosa an almost defiant look she said, But Stephens innocent. You must believe that. Being charged and held in prison
  has shattered him. Ive never known him so depressed.


  Has he ever been in trouble before?


  Not since we got married seven years ago, she said, with a returning note of defiance.


  But before that?


  He was in court a couple of times. Once for burglary when he was only eighteen and then a year or so later he was involved in a stupid fight with other youths outside a club. He was
  charged with assault and with carrying an offensive weapon. But he wasnt sent to prison either time and hes gone straight ever since Ive known him. She blinked away a
  tear. He may have been a bit wild as a youth, but thats all in the past and hes been a good husband and father.


  Rosa stared thoughtfully at her note-pad for a while. Then looking up, she said, How did he come to get involved in the armed robbery at Hammonds?


  He wasnt part of it, she said vehemently. It was a ghastly coincidence that he was there when it took place. She shot Rosa a challenging look.
  Coincidences do happen, Miss Epton.


  Rosa was also well aware how awkward they were to explain away in a court where a defendants evidence in particular tended to be regarded with a degree of scepticism.


  Christine Lumley now went on, Bernard Hammond is Stephens uncle. Stephen went to see him that morning to ask him to lend us some money. Her voice had become taut with
  emotion. He had lent us money in the past, but . . .  She paused as though suddenly unable to articulate her words. The last time Stephen went to see him, they had a row and
  Uncle Bernard told him not to come bothering him again.


  How long ago was that?


  Around the end of July. Just before last Christmas Uncle Bernard got married for the third time and Carol, his new wife, turned him against us. Shes at least twenty years younger
  than he is and had worked in the shop for several years. She lost no time in getting him to marry her once his second wife had died.


  Her tone told Rosa all she needed to know about the third Mrs Hammond.


  Which side of the family does Uncle Bernard come from?


  Hes Stephens mothers brother. Stephens parents were killed in a car crash soon after we were married and Uncle Bernard is his only relative.


  Rosa stared pensively at her notes for a moment. Am I right in thinking that, as far as the robbery is concerned, all you know is what Stephen himself has told you?


  Yes, but I know hes told me the truth. He wanted to patch up his quarrel with Uncle Bernard. That was why he went to see him.


  Rosa decided not to challenge what struck her as a somewhat disingenuous remark.


  When did you first learn about the robbery? she asked.


  Christine Lumley gave a shudder. When the flat was suddenly full of policemen. They turned the place upside down despite my protests. One of them told me Stephen had been caught
  red-handed on an armed raid and was under arrest. There was a woman officer with them and she tried to be kind when she saw how upset I was.


  Rosa nodded sympathetically. I think thats as far as we can go at the moment, Mrs Lumley. Ill see Stephen at court next week and have an opportunity of hearing what he has
  to tell me 


  Couldnt you go and see him before? she broke in. Hes in Wormwood Scrubs. I know a visit from his solicitor would help his morale. He spends practically the
  whole day locked in his cell and its driving him mad. He counts the minutes until his release. That shows hes innocent. If hed done what the police say, he wouldnt fret
  the way he does.


  Rosa sighed. All right, Ill try and go to see him in the next few days. Mind you, theres very little I can do until the prosecution serve us with the statements of the
  witnesses on whom theyre relying to prove the charges. Until then, its simply a matter of waiting. She gazed steadily at the woman sitting nervously forward in her
  visitors chair. Im afraid you must be prepared for a long wait before the case reaches a conclusion, so you must be steadfast for your husbands sake and patient for
  mine.


  Christine Lumley gave Rosa a bleak look. But thats terrible when I know hes innocent.


  Rosa thought it kinder to refrain from comment.
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