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  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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          Guns arent lawful;


          Nooses give;


          Gas smells awful;


          You might as well live.

        

      

    

  


  


  Dorothy Parker, Rsum


  



  Chapter One


  IT WAS November and London was wet, cold and miserable. The rain had been falling since early morning, pitting the surface of the swollen river. I was
  still in pajamas, listening to records. I live on a converted barge I call the Albatross. In the ten years that Ive owned her, she hasnt shifted more than a couple of feet in
  her moorings. The previous owner had the barge ballasted with scrap iron and caulked by a naval pensioner. There are many houseboats moored in Chelsea Reach that are more elegant, few more
  comfortable.


  I have two bedrooms, my own and a rarely used guest room. Theres a large sitting room, a decent kitchen with a freezer and dishwasher, a bathroom, telephone and electricity. Most of the
  furniture is either Georgian or Victorian, stuff from the old house in Suffolk, pieces that Cathy and I picked up together at sales. Offhand, I cant think of anywhere that Id prefer
  to live.


  The oil heaters generated an acrid fug and I was lying on my back on the sofa, enjoying Chopin. The phone rang. I turned down the volume and dragged the phone across the floor by the cord. It
  had to be my sister. No one calls me anymore at three-thirty in the afternoon. A V-2 rocket orphaned the pair of us in 1944 and Anne has been trying to organize my life ever since. Shes
  married to a lecturer at the London School of Economics, a man called Jerzy Urbanovic, friend of the oppressed and dedicated left-wing sympathizer. Its a matter of record that as a child
  Jerzy was dragged across Europe, from Warsaw to Budapest to Cairo and Jerusalem. For the next five years most of his education came at the hands of regimental drivers and Arab maidservants. Colonel
  and Mme. Urbanovic seem to have been less concerned with their son than with gracious living. In any case, the war over, Jerzy landed in England, twelve years old and with a hatred of everything
  Polish and aristocratic. He must have had brains, running a scholarship into a First in Economics and becoming a lecturer before he was thirty-five. Hes a good husband and father and
  Ive always loathed the sight of him. It isnt only the radical chic. I can ignore the pipe-smokers poses, the instructions about the dictatorship of the
  proletariat. What I cannot ignore is his tacit approval whenever Anne chooses to criticize my morals or eating habits. He neither agrees nor disagrees openly, seeming to rise above it all by
  some feat of moral levitation that makes me want to ram his head down through his knees.


  Yes, I said, trying to lock the wariness out of my voice.


  What are you up to? Anne demanded promptly.


  I hesitated. According to her, a man of thirty-nine is supposed to find better things to do with his time than enjoy himself. Something in the nature of self-redemption, for instance. I am the
  first in the family to choose a career as a cop. Anne manages to combine relief at my premature resignation with a suspicion that I must somehow have disgraced myself.


  Nothing much, I said. You know, letters and things.


  Im worried, she answered.


  What about? I put the question guardedly, thinking that it might have something to do with the children. There are two of them, a boy and a girl. Basha is freckled and button-nosed
  while Tomek takes after his father. At the age of eight he offered to teach me how to play chess. The trouble was that he was fully capable of doing it.


  I made a show of avuncular interest. Are the kids all right?


  Theyre in good form, she said quickly. Its Olga.


  I tried to fit a face to the name and failed. Olga, I repeated.


  Her voice sharpened. Dont be so bloody vague, John. The au pair. God knows you spent enough time looking at her legs.


  I seldom go to Hampstead. The house is usually full of freethinkers quoting Regis Debray and eating processed cheese and limp dill pickles.


  Are you listening to me? she demanded.


  What else, I said resignedly. The arm lifted on the turntable, leaving me with the sound of the rain and creaking timbers. The room was warm and comfortable and she was going to
  get me out of it. I knew this instinctively.


  Her voice drilled into my ear. I told you that she left here. That must have been a couple of months ago, to share a flat with some other girl. Im not going to pretend that I was
  too happy with the idea. After all, I am responsible to her parents. I held the receiver away from my ear, watching the gulls wheel outside the windows. And in any case girls of that
  age are far more independent-minded than we were.


  Crap, I replied.


  What did you say? she demanded.


  I said a wholely unlikely statement. 


  Anne sniffed. Anyway this flat was somewhere in South Kensington. Clare Street. She was still coming to work here, of course, and as far as I know attending her evening classes. On
  Tuesday she called to say that she had the flu. Headache and running a temperature. I told her to stay in bed and call the doctor. Then this morning someone telephoned from the Aliens Office,
  asking for Olga. The man said it was a routine inquiry, something to do with the renewal of her visitors permit. Are you paying any attention at all to what Im saying?


  What do you want? I retorted reasonably. Oohs and aahs?


  She sniffed again. The thing is, Olga doesnt seem to have reported her change of address. The man made this perfectly clear. They still think that shes living with
  us.


  I tucked my bare feet deep under the cushions. And you told him she wasnt.


  I did nothing of the sort, she replied calmly. Shes a good girl and the children adore her. The last thing I want is to get her into trouble.


  She concerns herself with other peoples children who are left in cars, the Race Relations Act and the plight of distressed gentlefolk. Her drive and interest are not always
  appreciated.


  I slid down further on my shoulders. Then youre being stupid. Shes a Swiss subject, an alien, and you sponsored her entry into the country. The law says that shes
  supposed to report any change of address, any stay of more than twenty-four hours away from her registered address. What kind of excuse does she give?


  Thats the whole point. I just dont know. Ive been ringing her flat all day but nobody answers.


  And you want me to do something about it, I said resignedly.


  Well, you know how Jerzy is. Anything to do with the law.


  I knew. As a man whose father was refused British citizenship, Urbanovic slavishly obeys all directions by vested authority, including KEEP OFF THE GRASS signs. I could
  see that it wouldnt please him to hear that his au pair was flouting the very regulations he himself respected so deeply.


  I have to talk to you about it, Anne continued. Before Jerzy gets home.


  I can remember a games master at one of my prep schools using a slipper on me to reinforce the dictum that life is full of compromise. But Ive never believed in doing things I dont
  want to do if it can be avoided. This seemed to be one occasion when I was well and truly hooked.


  Okay, I said wearily. Where?


  She gave the the name of a department store in Finchley. The restaurant on the fourth floor served afternoon teas. We arranged to meet there as soon as I could make it. I shaved, found some
  cords and a turtle-necked sweater. I topped these with my poncho and opened the door leading out on deck. The wind blew rain in my face. I gave up wearing hats seven years ago when I started
  growing my hair long. Rain, I thought, wet, walking, Mrs. Burrows. I went back to the kitchen and left a note for her.


  


  
    
      Bacon, eggs and sugar, please! And get the apple cores from under the bed!!

    

  


  Exclamation marks impress Mrs. Burrows. Shes sixty-seven years old and has been with me for eight of them. She refuses to accept my retirement, having taken it into her
  head that Im still on the force, seconded to some kind of super-sleuth activity that allows me to keep an eye on the goings-on along the Embankment. People tell me that shes not above
  warning neighbors to watch their step. She has her own keys and comes to me on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays.


  Theres a door at the end of the gangway thats cemented into the stonework of the Embankment. With the exception of Albatross the fourteen houseboats at the moorings are
  connected by a network of ropes and planks. It makes things easy for the local boy burglars who rip off anything that isnt screwed down. So Ive put barbed wire across the top and
  around the sides of the gangway entrance. The rain was falling on the stair rods, making the planks greasy.


  The street lamps were already lit, goldfish bowls strung along the sides of the river. I waited for a lull in the traffic, water trickling down my neck. A break came and I sprinted for my car.
  Ive driven a Citron ever since I left the force. With legs as long as mine its difficult to achieve a comfortable driving position. I set the windshield wipers working, thinking of the
  inconsistencies in Annes sense of values. She and her husband were on the mailing list of every crank organization in the country, yet she seemed to be quite happy exploiting a foreign
  student. Annes au pair earned less than I paid Mrs. Burrows.


  The Country Fare is a store that is Hampsteads answer to Harrods, a high-rise building of black glass, Italian ceramics and trees growing on the roof. I left my car in the subterranean
  garage and took the lift to the fourth floor. It was years since Id seen the like. A three-piece string orchestra of middle-aged ladies dressed in woolen knitwear was playing Pale
  Hands I Loved to an indifferent audience of Finchley Road matrons. Anne was sitting at a table near the entrance. There was a pot of tea in front of her. She never eats between meals.


  I touched her cheek with my lips. Ive always shied away from kissing women on the mouth, even my sister. It has been suggested that I hated my mother, but since I never knew her I doubt
  it. I dropped into the chair opposite Anne. Something must have gone wrong with the genes in our family. Im six feet three inches tall and according to the charts about fifty pounds
  underweight. Anne is a foot shorter and weighs about the same as I do. She has had diet problems since Basha was born. She has taken to wearing dirndls and peasant blouses, and with her yellow
  plaits she looks like Trudi in some Alpine operetta.


  She terminated her inspection with a shake of her head. I thought men were wearing their hair longer these days.


  It was the sort of remark that bags two birds with one barrel. My hair was both too long and unfashionable. She filled my cup from the teapot. It was China tea and lukewarm. I looked over my
  shoulder, smiled and crooked a finger at the waitress. She detached herself from the wall and swivel-hipped to our table.


  Id like some toast, please. Indian tea and milk.


  She scribbled the order and lodged the pencil in her beehive hairdo. We usually do serve milk with Indian tea. Sir.


  Anne waited till the woman was out of earshot. I love it when youre put in your place. You look so bewildered.


  I lit a cigarette. Annes one of those people who exude wholesomeness. Theres a suggestion of lavender sachets hanging in wardrobes, or stoneground flour and windows thrown wide
  open. The truth is that I remember her as an eager virgin with immodest intentions toward my school friends.


  Lets get down to the nitty-gritty, I said.


  She made a face as I gave her a light. What a revolting expression. She smokes the brand advertised as having the lowest tar content. My cigarettes are French and lethal.


  I knew that they were a reminder to her of Cathy. Anne never really liked the girl I lived with. The fact that shes dead doesnt seem to matter. Anne still resents her memory.


  She lifted an enormous alligator bag from the floor beside her. I knew it of old. It bulges with fat diaries, old theater programs, Milners strong-mint Comforters, half-finished crochet
  work and bunches of keys. She rummaged among all this and came up with a letter.


  It was dated the previous October and written in formal English from an address in Montreux. M. and Mme. Suchard thanked Mme. Urbanovic for her continued interest in their daughter and expressed
  their gratitude that she was in such good hands. I returned the letter to its envelope and gave it back to Anne. The toast the waitress had brought was inedible.


  I remember. They came to London to see you before the girl arrived, didnt they?


  She blew twin streams of smoke, daringly. Yes, they did. Theyre that sort of people. Very Swiss, very correct and very conscientious. On top of that Olgas their only
  daughter and theyre completely devoted to her.


  My yawn was compulsive. The restaurant was overheated and I found the subject less than enthralling.


  I still cant remember what she looks like. Im confusing her with that Swedish girl.


  Anne produced a colored snapshot showing a girl in her early twenties with reddish-blond hair. She was holding my sisters beagle in her lap and staring into the camera with solemn green
  eyes. Her legs were out of focus.


  I remember, I said. The one who made watercress soup.


  Shes really a nice girl, Anne replied.


  Arent they all? Shes convinced that shes a superb judge of character. Remember the Persian princess who took off with your Henry Marks Fun Fur
  manteau?


  Thats different, she said, sidestepping the reminder. Im very worried about her, John. I certainly dont want to get her into any sort of trouble but
  somebody has to talk to her.


  She pushed a piece of paper across the table. There were two addresses written on it, that of a language school near Queens Gate and 98 Clare Street, S.W.7.


  By somebody you mean me?


  Anne nodded. Shell listen to you.


  And just what am I supposed to say to her?


  She gave me her mother-earth look. What Id really like, of course, is for her to come back and live at the house. It would be so much more suitable all round.


  I stuffed the piece of paper in my pocket. Suitable for you, possibly. Im not so sure about her. I signaled for the bill.


  Anne slapped powder on her nose and pulled a beret low on her forehead.


  Dont be ridiculous! Im responsible to her parents, remember.


  I shook my head firmly. Exactly. And if youre counting on me leaning on the girl, forget it. Youd probably lose her in any case. Why the hell wouldnt she
  prefer living with a friend? I know I would. The only mistake she made was not telling the people at the Aliens Office that shed changed her address.


  The waitress appeared with the bill. I added a tip to the total. I suggest using blotting paper on that toast before you bring it out again.


  She pocketed the cash, giving me the sort of smile that waitresses reserve for awkward customers.


  Any particular color, sir?


  Anne snapped her bag shut as the waitress walked away. Youre rude and your face is red. Give me a ring as soon as youve talked to Olga. And remember, Jerzys not to
  know a word of any of this.


  Ill remember, I promised, bending into the familiar smell of Mary Chess Jonquil, than which, as Cathy used to say, nothing is more familiar.
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