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  Donald MacKenzie 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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  JOHN RAVEN


  July 18


  It was ten oclock at night with the Albatross gently bumping the old truck tyres that protected her hull from the granite blocks of the Embankment. Strings of
  lights spanned the river in both directions. The converted barge had once been used to haul beer, and the heat of the day released a faint vinegary tang from the timbers. Raven and Soo had finished
  their meal and were sitting out on deck. Both men were naked except for their swimming trunks. Their bodies were brown. Soos because this was the colour of his skin, Ravens from the
  sun. He had put on weight over the last few months, most of it in the wrong places. And the grey streaks in his long toffee-coloured hair had increased and whitened.


  He pushed his deck-chair back, looking up at the sky. The moon was in its First Quarter and the stars were brighter than usual. There were more flowers on deck this summer. Raven had grown them
  in anything that would hold earth. The sweet and mellow perfume came from a mass of stocks he had planted in an old bassinet.


  Theres something about a night like this, he said, looking down at the Chinaman lying beside him. Its something the bastards can never take away from us. How
  long have we known one another, Jerry?


  Jerry Soo rolled over, a wide-shouldered man with bandy legs. Seventeen years, man and boy.


  Raven nodded to himself, looking back at the stars. We talk. We dont talk. Friendships a funny thing when you think about it.


  Soo belched loudly into the night. He rapped himself on the chest.


  That foods given me heartburn. That comes of buying Kings Road Chinese takeaway cooked by a Moroccan chef.


  The mudflats across the river sent a whiff of the sea. They had swum together before eating, splashing like boys in the dark ebbing water. Ravens trunks were still damp.


  You know the one thing youve got that I havent? he asked suddenly.


  Soo gave it some thought. The one thing Ive got that you havent? Youre talking about problems, obviously.


  The smell of hash on the wind was stronger than the scent of the flowers. The owner of the neighbouring boat was a gentle Californian who owned the Herborium on the north side of the Embankment.
  He dyed his beard green, meditated and lived with a daft Great Dane he called Bogdan.


  What kind of problems could you conceivably have? demanded Raven. Youve got a beautiful woman in love with you, your own teeth and youre getting paid under
  false pretences, doing a job that you like. How do you get a problem out of that?


  They had been at Hendon Police College together, selected for the ten-week course at the Detective Training School. Each had been a misfit in his own way, Raven because of his upper-class
  background, the Hong Kong-born recruit because of his race and foreign upbringing. They had grown close and protected one another over the years. Ravens friendship with Soo was the only
  thing he had taken with him when he resigned from the Force. It was a comradeship that he shared with nobody else. You asked from need and were given. It was as simple as that.


  I suppose the real difference is that youre doing what you want, said Raven, slapping the mosquitoes away from his neck.


  Soo was lying flat on his back, stomach-muscles bulging as he lifted his legs with the toes pointing. He exhaled noisily.


  Youre still singing the same old song, I hear. The gentleman policeman yearning for his pair of handcuffs.


  Raven placed a foot on the other mans legs, forcing them down.


  Dont give me the gentleman cop routine. You sound like Drake. For your information, my grandfather sold corn by the bushel. The nearest he got to being a gentleman
  was an iron statue in front of the local drill-hall. I repeat. You are doing a job that you like and getting paid for it. Im not envious of the job particularly. Im envious of the
  chase.


  The four rooms, kitchen and bath had been built into a cedarwood superstructure. The double-glazed sitting room was forty feet long with two doors that opened on to the deck, one on each side.
  The one on the port side was open. The sound of the record-player drifted out. Soo crossed his ankles and rose to his feet without using his hands.


  Thats the fifth time tonight youve played Les Franc Juges and I say the hell with Berlioz!


  He padded into the sitting room and removed the arm of the record-player. His voice was suddenly gentle.


  Whats the matter with you, John? It isnt Cathy again, is it?


  Raven shook his head. It is not Cathy. Miss Leeds is dead and gone. He could say it without a tremor, her ghost finally laid. Her things had been cleared from the guest room
  and the feeling of guilt had vanished.


  Then what? Soo resumed his place on the deck, hands locked behind his head.


  Raven shifted a shoulder. You could call it a general feeling of malaise, I suppose.


  A general feeling of malaise, Soo repeated sarcastically. What a lot of bollocks you sometimes talk, John! You know damn well that you couldnt have stayed on
  the Force after that Zaleski business. Drake was always going to have your guts for garters.


  Raven blew a stream of cigarette smoke at the stars. He could talk about Cathy now without feeling, but Drakes name still made the adrenalin rush.


  I suppose that bastards still around, poisoning the atmosphere?


  Very much so, said Soo. The Commander sits on Promotion Boards, drinks with Assistant Commissioners, and theres a strong rumour afoot that hes going on to even
  higher things.


  Raven grunted. He followed the spiralling red tip of his cigarette as it disappeared over the side.


  Do you know what a Promotion Board once said about me, Jerry? They said I was a born enforcer of law and order. Which shows how little they knew. Im a hunter not an enforcer. I
  suppose if Id wanted to play their miserable game I could still be at the Yard.


  Soos hand wagged dissent. Never in a million years. You broke too many rules, gave too many people the raspberry.


  And you? The shaft of light from the sitting room shone on the Chinamans face. The absence of lids showing gave his eyes the fixed look of a hawk.


  I only bend rules, said Soo. You made a production of breaking them. Thats the reason Im in and youre out. Come to think of it, youre not doing
  too badly, he added.


  The noise of the traffic was loud now that the music had stopped. The weight of the heavy trucks shook the foundations of the riverside houses.


  Hows Louise? asked Raven.


  Soos girlfriend was a Taiwanese of frail beauty who played cello in the London Philharmonic Orchestra.


  Shes all right, said Soo. In fact shes getting married. Some time next year, I hear.


  Raven jerked up straight. Getting married to who?


  Me, Soo said complacently.


  The news was strangely disturbing. It wasnt that Raven didnt like Louise. She had been living with Jerry for more than two years and had never been a threat to their friendship.
  She encouraged them to continue taking their vacations together. Hong Kong this year, the Dolomites next. But marriage was something else, a barrier that would keep him out.


  Congratulations, he said and hoped it sounded sincere.


  Come to think of it, there was a grin in Soos voice, you should be the one to marry her. She could play her cello for you and you could go to all those concerts
  together. And you both drink whisky.


  He collected Ravens glass, refilled it from the decanter in the sitting room and poured himself another Pernod.


  Thisll be my last. Id better be moving.


  The surface of the river reflected the lights of the neighbouring houseboats.


  I dont know, Jerry, Raven said suddenly.


  Youre bored again, said Soo. Thats all thats the matter with you.


  Raven made a long-arm, reaching for his cigarettes. There was only one left in the pack. He was trying to cut down on his smoking and drinking, and jogging a mile every morning.


  Im in a rut, Jerry, he said. Im doing the same bloody things every day. Even going out with the same ladies. Im not forty yet but Im running out of
  ideas. Im starting to conform, my friend. The great nonconformers starting to conform.


  Soo held his glass up to the light, swirled the ice in the cloudy liquid.


  You really think youre hard done by, dont you? You eat what you like, go to bed when you like, get up when you like. You can walk into a pub without running the risk of some
  hoodlum stepping up behind you and removing your head with a razor. Take tonight, for instance. You dont want to be disturbed so what do you do, take the phone off the hook and leave it
  there. I cant do that.


  It was true. Police regulations required a cop to be on call twenty-four hours a day. Raven sighed. The breeze was warm on his bare skin. It was hard to explain even to Jerry.


  Theres more to life than going to bed and getting up, taking the bloody phone off the hook. Its the hunt that I miss, Jerry. I was thinking about putting an advertisement in
  the newspaper. Ex-C.I.D. Inspector  I dont even know what comes next.


  Soo yawned. Ex-C.I.D. Inspector gives lessons in self-pity?


  Raven shook his head. Youre too insensitive to understand.


  Soo came up on his elbows. We dont get too much of the hunt in C 11. In fact if a real live thief walked into the office Id probably ask for his
  autograph. Im off. Its past eleven and Louise will be waiting.


  Shell learn, said Raven.


  Soo vanished into the guest room. He reappeared dressed in tight jeans and a T-shirt bearing the inscription THE YELLOW PERIL. Somehow he managed to make the outfit
  appear respectable. Raven saw him to the end of the gangway. Soos beefed-up mini was parked on the opposite side of the Embankment. They shook hands as they always did, Raven craning down to
  Soos modest height.


  Take care, said Raven. And drive carefully.


  I always do, grinned Soo. And thanks for the Moroccan chop suey.
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