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  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.
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  Chapter One



BRUCE CAMERON

 

  8th November

 

 

 


  NIGHT RAIN bombarded the roof of the parked station wagon and ran deep in the gutters. He kept his eyes on the windshield,
  peering through the space cleared by the wipers. The rubber blades squeaked monotonously. The man sitting behind the wheel turned his wrist and checked a stopwatch. His pipe glowed, the light
  revealing a narrow head with a thin nose and lips and sparse sandy hair. The tone of his voice added a touch of pedantry  well bred and unemotional like that of a youngish don.


  Any moment now.


  Cameron wound his window down another couple of inches. Half an hour in a closed car with Thornes pipe was more effective than the lung cancer warnings of an entire medical family. He
  grunted skeptically.


  Youve said that three times.


  His accent was Canadian with a prairie drawl. He pushed fingers through shortish black hair shot with gray over the ears. His inch-long sideburns were completely white. He shifted in his seat
  when Thorne made no answer.


  Didnt you hear what I said  who are you trying to convince?


  Thorne took his pipe out of his mouth. He knocked the bowl into the ashtray.


  Nobody, he said quietly. Use your imagination. Youre a company secretary earning two thousand a year. Married but no kids to claim income tax relict on. Your wife
  complains that she doesnt see enough life. A letter arrives at your flat. In it you find a couple of tickets for a show half London is trying to see. The note enclosed says Enjoy
  yourselves and think of us. No signature and you dont recognize the handwriting. What do you do  return the tickets to the theater? He shook his head, smiling
  faintly.


  Cameron was still watching the apartment block, a four-wing building with a pretentious portico at the main entrance. The stonework was discolored and the paint needed renewing. As far as he
  could see there was no one on duty in the lobby. Far off on the left, blurred lights signaled the seedy joys of Edgeware Road. He shrugged.


  Ill tell you what Id do. Id sit behind my front door with a chair leg, waiting to clobber the guy who sent the tickets.


  Thorne polished his signet ring on his trousers. Thats because youve got a particular sort of mind. These people dont think like that. They havent anything to
  lose. If the woman owns any jewelry, shell be wearing it all tonight. I can see it already. A string of cultured pearls and a half-hoop of synthetic sapphires. Youre forgetting that
  she wants to live, Bruce. And front-row stalls is living. Apart from all . . .


  He broke off, grabbing the binoculars in his lap. He trained them on the glass-domed entrance then gave them to Cameron. The Canadian refocussed, pulling the scene within touching distance. Two
  people were standing just inside the revolving door. The womans hair was bound in a scarf. She had what looked like a fur cape round her shoulders. The man holding her arm wore spectacles
  and a dinner jacket. A cab drove by the parked car and drew up in front of the entrance to the lobby. The couple hurried down the steps, the man holding an umbrella over the womans head. The
  cab drove off, spraying water across the forecourt.


  Cameron put the binoculars down. The familiar feeling tightened his stomach, a mixture of guilt and excitement. He fastened the belt on his raincoat.


  OK. Give me the gear.


  Thorne dropped a key into his outstretched palm, added a pencil-sized flashlight. He spoke as if he were summarizing a lengthy lecture.


  Leave things as you find them. Dont touch anything unnecessarily. Be extra careful about things like rugs  vases. Women notice. Ill move the car under the window in
  twenty minutes. If you need me you know what to do.


  He indicated the telephone booth on the sidewalk. The sign they had hung on it glistened in the rain.


  

  
    OUT OF ORDER

  

  


  Cameron pulled on a pair of thin pigskin gloves. He snapped the flashlight on and off experimentally.


  If anything goes wrong, he said, dont start hollering. Youre the expert  not me.


  Thorne had his pipe going again. He sucked hard on the stem before answering.


  Nothingll go wrong. Take my word for it.


  Cameron turned his coat collar up round his chin. He ducked into the beating rain. His rubber soles made wet tracks across the linoleum in the dimly lit side entrance. The small elevator was
  self-operated. He rode it to the top floor. The corridor was empty. He walked past the smell of frying fish to a door with an initialed mat before it. The brass mailbox was brightly polished. Above
  it was a bellpush.


  He hesitated, drawn to put his thumb on the bell  half hoping that if he did the door would be thrown open by someone Thorne hadnt counted on. A friend, maybe, whod come in
  to watch television. Hed smile  give them something about a wrong number then go down and bawl the hell out of Henry.


  He pushed the skeleton key firmly into the mortise lock and turned it. The door opened just the way Thorne had said it would  straight out of the Burglars Manual. He stepped into
  warm darkness and locked himself in. He shone the flash round the narrow hallway. Theyd gone over the layout of the small apartment so often that it was fixed in his brain. Straight ahead
  was the bedroom. The outside wall enclosed the living room. Kitchen and bathroom were on the left. Noises from the neighboring apartments filtered through the thin partition walls. A child
  screaming; someone scraping a fiddle; a persistent cough. The tiny beam traveled over the coats hanging on the hallstand. He tried the pockets of the green Helton. They held only bus tickets. He
  moved past a ticking grandfather clock, poised on the tips of his toes.


  The sitting room door was ajar. He went through without touching it. The floor was covered with a fluffy gray carpet. Everything but the desk bore the mark of mediocrity. Chintz sofa covers
   fake-Swedish chairs  a few run-of-the-mill prints. The desk was old and dwarfed the room. A portrait of its owners stood on top  the woman in a bridal gown and train, dotted
  with confetti  the man in a cutaway coat, holding his top hat like a receptacle. None of the drawers was locked. He pulled one out after another, feeling under the neatly stacked
  correspondence. Nothing there either. He picked up a briefcase and shook it against his ear  opened it. The contents were uninteresting. A batch of company minutes. A few confidential
  directives. The secretarys name figured on each document. He put the briefcase back in place and went into the bedroom.


  The front of the built-in closet slid back on rollers. His nose caught the intimate scent of a womans clothing. He held the pencil-flash between his teeth, leaving both hands free. He
  felt past the dresses till he found heavier stuff. He played the light on the suits. A charcoal gray jacket was shiny at the elbows. He lifted out the hanger and carried it across to the bed. He
  sat down, heart hammering, sure now that hed found what hed come for.


  He placed the flashlight on the bed beside him so that its beam slanted across his lap. He felt in the inside pocket of the jacket. Three keys were in a small leather wallet. He drew them out on
  a ring. The business end of each key was finely machined. The smallest had two sets of wards, one opposed to the other. He pulled a small cigar box from his trenchcoat pocket. The front had been
  cut away. Resting in a bed of cotton were three pieces of cuttlefish bone  white as chalk but tougher, more granulated. The surfaces of each piece had been scraped flat. He held the first
  key laterally, and sank it into the cuttlefish bone. He reversed the key and made a second impression  poked the end of the shank into the friable material. The impressions were sharp and
  definitive. He repeated the maneuver with the other two keys and packed the cigar box with cotton which he took out of a plastic bag. He used more cotton to pad the exterior and put the box in the
  bag.


  He weighed it experimentally in his hand. Another page from the Burglars Manual. He put the keys back in the inside pocket of the jacket and replaced the hanger in the closet. He checked
  the carpet where hed been sitting  the bed  straightened the coverlet. The clock was chiming eight as he crossed the hall into the sitting room. He pulled back the curtain. A
  high wind carried the pelting rain slantways across the face of the building. A dark wash of water blurred the forecourt ten stories below. Thornes station wagon was parked directly
  underneath. Cameron flashed a signal. The headlamps responded immediately, lighting the forecourt for the fraction of a second. He lifted the sash. Thorne was standing looking up at him, holding a
  reversed umbrella. Cameron let the bag go. Thorne moved a yard and trapped it in the upturned umbrella. He was in the car and away before Cameron had time to close the window.


  He moved from the curtains. It had been almost too easy  the ball bouncing precisely as Henry had said it would. All that was left now was to get out of the place. Even that the
  Big Brain had taken care of.


  Unlock the front door and stash the key in one of the garbage cans on the stairs. If youre challenged, your cover story is perfect. Youre looking for Doctor Hewetson. Hes in
  Bermuda? Too bad, youll have to find another gastroenterologist. A search of your person? Why not  youre a public-spirited citizen. This is all you have  a little cash,
  a pen and a lighter. A wallet with some snapshots of a blonde. As a matter of fact she happens to be somebody elses wife, but you never heard of a law against it.


  He went into the bathroom, spat into the bowl and pulled the flush. He had the key in his hand ready to unlock the front door when he heard someone move outside. A womans voice called,
  Pauline. He cut the flash and backed away. He closed the sitting room door and picked up the phone. He dialed and saw Thorne run from the car to the booth. A click signaled the
  connection. Camerons voice sounded as though it hadnt been used in a long while.


  Someones at the door. A woman. Ringing the bell.


  Go out the kitchen window, Thorne said promptly. You can reach the roof. Get rid of the skeleton key and dont panic. He hung up.


  Cameron tiptoed through the darkened hall. A shadow crossed the strip of light showing at the bottom of the door. He moved away silently, an extra sense guiding him past obstacles in the
  kitchen. The refrigerator whirred behind him. He stopped dead, a nerve twitching under his left eye, mouth dry.


  The window catch was off, the top sash lowered for ventilation. He pulled it down as far as it would go. He spread his handkerchief on the sill, put a foot up and swung himself onto the outside
  ledge. He reached back for the handkerchief and restored the window to its original position. The ledge he was perched on was set in the leeward side of the building. The rain drove across
  the deep well, beating on the opposite wall. Lighted windows marked each of the ten stories. He turned his back on them. It was a long way down. Water gurgled in the overhead guttering. He reached
  up till his fingers touched the metal rim. They hooked onto it like vises. His feet left the ledge and he dangled in the void. The guttering took his weight. He dragged himself up till his chin was
  level with the flat roof. His forearms were shaking with effort. One last desperate heave, a twist of his body, brought his right knee over the guttering. He rolled away from the edge and staggered
  to his feet. Wind and rain buffeted his head. His hands were trembling violently, but he was only conscious of one thing  he was safe.


  The roof seemed vast. The creaking he heard came from the communal television mast straining against its guy-wires. Far off to the south, headlamps traced the path of the traffic traversing the
  park. He trotted over to the nearest fire escape. It zigzagged down the face of the inside wall, fifty feet away from the window hed climbed through. There was no sign of alarm  no
  hue and cry  no fresh lights. He lowered himself onto the iron stairway and made his way slowly down.


  The stretch of wet asphalt at the bottom was a haven of friendly shadows. He dropped the skeleton key down the first drain he came to and ducked through the line of parked cars. As he turned the
  end of the block, he saw the station wagon cruising towards him. He scrambled in, expecting to hear the shrill of a police whistle. Thorne put his foot down. The car gathered speed. He drove west
  and north, entering the park near Queens Road. He stopped under a tree opposite the armory. He lowered the volume of the radio.


  What happened? he asked casually.


  There were wet patches on Camerons trenchcoat where hed rolled across the roof. His trouser legs were soaked, the muscles in his forearms stiff and aching. And all this bastard
  said was, What happened?  as though hed tripped in the middle of a goddam gavotte. He clenched his fist round the lighter and lit a cigarette.


  Nothing happened.


  Thorne had taken off his overcoat. He tugged at the lapel of his tweed jacket, nodding thoughtfully.


  Someone came to the front door, he prompted. A woman. What did she do  what did she say?


  Cameron dragged hard on the cigarette. Rain dripped from the overhanging branches, striking the front of the car with metallic regularity. Hed have given a lot to be able to knock this
  coffin-faced jerk off his perch. It was a while before he trusted himself to answer. He managed somehow to match Thornes airiness of manner.


  She rang the bell twice and called out Pauline. 


  Thorne nibbled the end of his fingernail. How long was this after youd gone in? I want to know exactly what you did, Bruce. Try to remember everything. I have to know.
  Theres a lot of money hanging on the answer.


  Cameron pitched his butt through the open window. He watched rain quench the glow. A lot of money was right. And something else that Thorne just might have forgotten. He retraced
  his steps without committing a detail. It gave him perverse satisfaction to underplay his escape. Thornes voice was faintly ironical.


  You realize what you did, of course. That woman almost certainly lives in a neighboring flat. Shed probably heard all about the theater tickets. Suddenly the plugs pulled in
  a bathroom she knows should be empty. His eyes hooded briefly then he smiled.


  Cameron felt the flush rising above his collar  as though hed been caught out in some particularly stupid lie. The idea stretched the tenuous bond between them to breaking point.
  Caution clamped down on his hostility.


  I never gave it a thought, he admitted.


  Thorne switched on the motor. Im sure you didnt. The people who dont, usually finish up in stir. As it is weve been lucky. Nothings missing from the
  flat. You say you didnt disturb anything. Youre absolutely sure that you wiped those keys clean  they couldnt have traces of cuttlefish bone on them?


  Cameron answered with sudden heat. How many times do you have to hear it  no!


  Thorne fiddled his way into low gear. Then weve nothing to worry about. The woman will convince herself that she made a mistake. Shell think the noise came from one of the
  other toilets. Ill call Robin. He can tell his man to get cracking. Where do you want to be dropped  Oakley Street? Id say lets go and have a drink but Jamiell be
  waiting.


  Camerons eyes were steady. Holding a goddam candle, no doubt  with her lips parted and her honey hair catching the light. Only not for long, shed be waiting. He lifted his
  hand.


  Sure. Oakley Streets good.


  
  OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
DONALD
MACKENZIE

DEATH IS A FRIEND

‘Donald MacKenzie is a born storyteller’
Guardian






OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/logo.jpg





