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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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  Chapter One


  The Caf Alemn was on the Paseo Santa Teresa, close to the Atocha Railway Station. It was a neighbourhood of cheap hotels and rooming-houses patronized for the
  most part by transients. It was six oclock in the evening and the bars were already crowded. The interior of the Caf Alemn was decorated with green-and-blue tiles depicting
  dolphins and mermaids. Lobsters crawled sluggishly across the bottoms of salt-water tanks. White-aproned waiters shuffled through the sawdust juggling trays loaded with chilled beer, crabs, clams
  and goose-barnacles.


  The restaurant encroached on the pavement, where a faded orange awning shielded four tables from the sun. The wet checked cloths were pinned to the tables each morning and allowed to dry. A
  strong reek of ammonia drifted from the nearby alley-way.


  Stephen Szechenyi was sitting at one of these outside tables drinking his first brandy of the day. He was seventy years old and bald except for an outbreak of straggly white hair fringing his
  ears. His slate-coloured eyes were set narrowly over a nose like a falcons beak. He was in his customary chair, dressed in a seersucker suit bought in the bargain basement of the Corte
  Ingls. Its colour had once been light grey. By moving slightly, he could see his office windows in the dingy building across the street. He used the caf as a sort of club, reading
  his newspaper there and playing the occasional game of chess, indifferent to the noise and fumes of the passing traffic.


  He turned now, startled to hear himself greeted in his native Hungarian by a total stranger. The newcomer took the free chair and removed his panama hat, continuing to speak in Hungarian.


  You will forgive the intrusion, Count Szechenyi. My name is Gotsek, Nicholas Gotsek.


  He slid a visiting-card across the table. It bore no address or telephone number, nothing but the name. He was a healthy-looking man in his forties, dressed in a blue flannel suit and a white
  silk shirt. His hair and eyebrows were a light shade of rust. He offered a package of English cigarettes, smiling encouragingly.


  Szechenyi shook his head. I do not smoke.


  Gotsek ordered a coffee from the hovering waiter. You are probably right. I wish I could give it up. He paused to use an expensive gold lighter, his eyes half-closed as he glanced
  across the table. You are a long way from home.


  This is my home, Szechenyi said, frowning.


  Gotsek waved his cigarette, holding it between thumb and index finger. Of course, in the sense that you have lived here, brought up a family here, and so forth. I am referring to your
  real home, your spiritual home.


  Szechenyi summoned what remained of his presence and started to rise to his feet.


  Dont go, Gotsek said quickly. Let me assure you that it is in your interest to hear me out.


  Szechenyi sat down again. Who are you? What do you want from me?


  Gotsek made himself comfortable in his chair. What we want, Count Szechenyi, is your co-operation. I understand your distress, but you must have known that this meeting was
  inevitable.


  Szechenyi found the ground with his feet and braced himself. There had always been the hope at the back of his mind that they would accept defeat and forget him.


  Gotsek appeared to read his thoughts. Of course, we have always known where you were. In fact, your name was one of the first that I heard when I joined the ministry. You would be
  surprised at the amount of paperwork you have occasioned over the years. There was a touch of wry humour about his smile.


  Szechenyis fingers closed round his empty glass. Gotsek signalled for a refill.


  Youre wasting your time, said Szechenyi. The courts have made their decision.


  The courts! Gotsek put his head on one side. This money is not rightfully yours and you know it full well.


  The money belongs to Hungary, Szechenyi said doggedly.


  Bravo! Gotsek smiled approvingly. At least we are agreed on the basic issue! Gotsek weighed his lighter in the palm of his hand. Youre an educated man.
  You know how it is. Rulers come and go but the country remains. We are both patriots, each in his own way.


  Szechenyis face was stony. Youre forgetting something. I have seen your kind of patriot in action.


  Gotseks expression sobered. That was a terrible thing to have happened and you have my deepest sympathy. But let me assure you, things have changed at home, changed for the better.
  The days of Kdr have gone. Do I look like a murderer, for instance?


  Szechenyis eyes shifted unwillingly. You look what you are. The clothes alter nothing.


  Gotsek leaned forward, his manner confidential. You do me an injustice, Count Szechenyi. I abhor violence. You are out of touch with reality. There is no repression at home. Our country
  is the most liberal in Eastern Europe. Why dont you come and see for yourself?


  The raw alcohol had fired Szechenyis courage. Not even in a coffin! The Russians may have gone, but as far as I am concerned, Hungary is still an occupied country. Only the
  uniforms have changed.


  Thats balderdash, Gotsek said impatiently. Listen to what I am saying. You have already done more than your duty, and the old ways have gone for ever. There is no
  flame to pass on, nobody to receive it. Anything else is just wishful thinking. Be sensible! The slate can still be wiped clean. Why not enjoy what is left of your life?


  A shoeshine boy swooped. Szechenyi waved him away. I do not like your manner, he said pugnaciously. I warn you that I am known here!


  Gotsek clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. Dont be ridiculous. Look, I come here in friendship. The truth of the matter is that you have become a source of major
  embarrassment. Not only has a fortune been wasted in legal fees, but you have succeeded in making us a laughing-stock. However, make no mistake about it, you will not be allowed to enjoy this
  money.


  Szechenyi raised his head, chicken-necked but proud. I never wanted to enjoy it. I am no more than a custodian.


  Gotseks manner changed abruptly. Custodian? he repeated. I will tell you what you are, Count Szechenyi. You are a thief, an old man who has been living like a
  dog for a generation and more! A drunkard with a neurotic daughter and a son who spends his time chasing women. You can spare me the lofty sentiments, my friend, I know you too well!


  Szechenyis hands were shaking and he found it difficult to speak. Ive told you what we want, said Gotsek, persuasive again. Keep half a million and drop all
  claim to the rest of the money. Half a million dollars, he repeated.


  A perverse wish to know the worst impelled Szechenyis next question. And if I dont agree to co-operate, as you call it?


  Gotseks voice acquired an edge again. Youre obliging me to say things that were better left unsaid. Youre going to have to come to heel, one way or another. If my
  mission fails, others will take over, and I warn you that their approach will be very different from mine.


  The strength had drained from Szechenyis body, but he managed a show of defiance.


  I am not afraid to die, if thats what you mean.


  Die? Gotsek bubbled a laugh. Let me make one thing very clear, Count Szechenyi. Your life is of no interest to us, but you do have two children.


  A cold hand clutched at Szechenyis throat. Youre bluffing.


  Try me, said Gotsek, still smiling. I dont bluff. We could have unloaded you at any moment we liked, and you know it! This is a genuine offer, my friend, and I urge
  you to take it seriously. Its the best thing for both of us. In a sense, we are allies. He arranged some coins on the top of his cheque.


  I need time, Szechenyi said with an effort. There are things to consider. I must have time to think.


  Of course you need time, Gotsek said quickly. He reached inside his jacket and placed an envelope on the table in front of Szechenyi. Open it!


  The blank transfer-form inside was issued by the Banque Suisse et Ottomane in Geneva. Gotsek offered a look of encouragement.


  All it needs is the number of the account and your signature, a simple procedure that will solve all our problems. You keep half a million and the rest is transferred to us. Dont
  worry about the details. Well let you know later. Youre going to Lisbon tomorrow. When are you coming back?


  Szechenyi passed a hand over his wet forehead, stunned by the other mans knowledge of his movements.


  Im not sure yet.


  No problem, said Gotsek, pocketing his lighter and cigarettes. You know, Im always a little envious of these family reunions. Im an orphan myself. Talk things
  over with your children. Im confident that you will reach the right decision. Ill be in touch in a couple of days, one way or another. So, goodbye, Count Szechenyi. He rose,
  making a courteous inclination of the head, and was gone in a matter of seconds, lost in the crowd of late-evening shoppers.


  Szechenyi walked into the restaurant and drank two brandies at the bar in rapid succession. Then he made his way to the Metro station. He surfaced at the Florida stop, clinging to the escalator
  rail. The scene was familiar: the grey-uniformed policeman, lolling against the wall, sinister in wraparound sunglasses; the blind lottery-ticket vendor, intoning his numbers from a stool near the
  booking-office. There was no breeze to temper the oppressive heat outside. This was the main highway to Burgos. Giant trucks thundered north, rattling the windows of the newly constructed
  office-blocks. Cranes towered against a backdrop of partially built factories.


  Szechenyi took the short-cut home. A small park sloped down to covered walkways connecting terracotta-coloured tower blocks with a communal center and laundry. The buildings had the charm of a
  high-security prison. He walked a little unsteadily, avoiding the flying Frisbees and the charging bodies of children. Sun and oil-fumes had seared the grass and the trees that attempted to grow.
  He left the park through a gate at the foot of the hill and opened the iron door at the end of one of the walkways.


  The walls and ceiling were dank with condensation. Lights burned here all year round. He emerged into a lobby with peeling murals and vast dirty windows. The elevator took him up to the ninth
  floor, and he let himself into his apartment. Safe in the tiny hallway, he pressed his ear against the front door. All he heard was the noise of his neighbours radio. He hurried into the
  kitchen and stationed himself at the window, looking down at the deserted car-park. He shrugged and let the curtain fall. There was no need to follow him. They already knew where he lived and where
  he was going.


  He poured himself a shot from the bottle of cheap brandy on the shelf behind, topped up the glass with water, and took it into his bedroom. More than half his life had been passed in this
  apartment. At the beginning it was supposed to have been no more than a temporary resting-place, somewhere to stay while he struggled to master his father-in-laws stamp-dealing business. As
  it turned out, Maria-Dolores had borne their two children in the same bed in which she died twenty-four years later, surrounded by the same shoddy furniture. Life had never been easy for them in
  Spain. In spite of Szechenyis background, there had been no favours from Franco other than political refuge at first. It had taken six years before Szechenyi received his citizenship papers.
  He and his wife had lived penuriously, apart from the world that surrounded them, saving whatever money there was for their childrens education.


  He looked at his watch. It was a quarter to eight. Karolyi had promised to be home early. They were taking the ten oclock flight to Lisbon in the morning. The bed creaked as he came to
  his feet and unlocked a cupboard. He tipped the contents of a cardboard box onto the floor  a bundle of letters bearing Swiss stamps, a green diplomatic passport, and a birth certificate. He
  opened the passport and looked at a picture of himself taken forty years before and wearing the uniform of a colonel in the Royal Hungarian Air Force. He put the papers in the canvas flight bag he
  used for travelling and kicked the empty box under the bed. The time had come for sharing a secret that he had kept for too long.
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‘Donald MacKenzie is a born storyteller’
Guardian
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