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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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  Chapter One


  It was cold in the room with the french windows open. Struan Dunbar blew a stream of cigarette smoke into the chilly March day. There was a NO SMOKING
  sign propped on the mantelpiece behind him. The Victorian house was on the west side of Kensington Square. A well-fed tom cat stared through the railings of the communal gardens, its tail lashing
  slowly. Dunbar put his heel on the butt and shut the french windows.


  He was fifty-two years old with a rangy build and the deep-set blue eyes of his Ross and Cromarty ancestors. His hair was the colour of salt. He was wearing a dark grey business suit with a
  white shirt and black shoes. He had left his overcoat with the maid who had let him in. He looked at his watch again. His host was thirty-five minutes late for their meeting.


  The drawing room was furnished in period with heavy mahogany pieces. Curtains and chair covers were the same shade of ivory. A cabinet displayed a collection of eighteenth-century musical boxes.
  Turkish rugs were strewn across the parquet flooring. A Turner watercolour hung on the wall above the fireplace. A number of silver-framed photographs featured his host posed in the company of the
  famous. Most of the photographs were warmly inscribed to George Brewster.


  Dunbar took a seat on the sofa. It was the second time in two weeks that he had been in this house. Since then he had done his homework on Brewster, using one of the embassy computers.
  Information was stored about prominent businessmen. The program offered little about Brewsters early years. There was a record of his birth in Clapham, London on 18 January, 1926, the only
  son of a piano tuner. There was no mention of Brewsters schooling or early years. The account of his antecedents jumped forward. After working as an interpreter for UNESCO, he shouldered his
  way into the entrepreneurial jungle of London. By the time he was sixty Brewster owned a national newspaper, a firm of educational publishers and a stake in European satellite television. He was
  also on the list of the twenty richest men in the UK with homes in London, Scotland and the Cayman Isles. A confirmed bachelor, he escorted a succession of attractive women and was a staunch
  supporter of the Liberal Democratic Party.


  Dunbar disliked most of what he knew about Brewster. The mans donations to charities were widely publicised, his face and opinions constantly in the public eye. It was Brewsters
  reputation as an opportunist that had hooked Dunbars interest.


  A paperweight on the table caught Dunbars eye. The small gold figure represented a rampant goat. He was still looking at it when the door opened.


  Brewster came forward behind outstretched hand. Im sorry to keep you waiting. Sit down and make yourself comfortable.


  Brewster was sixty-five years old, bald-headed, with short arms attached to heavy shoulders. A dark, expensively tailored suit disguised the flab round his midriff. He took a folder from a
  drawer in a side-table and sat down opposite Dunbar. He spoke with a Cockney accent and a Henry Kissinger delivery.


  I know a lot more about you than I did the last time we met.


  Id have thought Ned Fletcher would have told you all that you needed to know, Dunbar said mildly.


  Brewster wagged a finger. Neds reliable enough, but according to him he hasnt seen you in years. I wanted up-to-date information.


  Dunbar took his hand from his chin. Ned and I were at university together. After that, we drifted apart the way people do. Then I read about him working for you in Vienna. Thats
  why I asked if hed give me a letter of introduction.


  Which he did and Im glad, said Brewster. He took a sheet of paper out of the file. Why does he think that you wanted to see me?


  Dunbar made a pass in the air with his hand. He thinks Im going to ask for a job, I guess. We didnt go into it. He knew I was just about to retire from the Foreign
  Service.


  Brewster bent thick bushy eyebrows. Neds a good newspaperman. I wouldnt like to think of him even guessing the truth. When are you taking retirement?


  The end of April.


  If he ever mentions it, said Brewster, Ill have to say that you didnt come up to scratch.


  Dunbar moved a shoulder. Whatever.


  Brewster donned a pair of spectacles and lifted the typewritten sheet. Im not going to bother to read out all this stuff, just the salient points. Let me know if you have a problem
  with any of it.


  He read in a voice devoid of all feeling.


  Born May 1 1940 in Stratford, Ontario. After attending various schools you enrolled in the University of Toronto. You graduated three years later with a degree in Commerce. Then you were
  headhunted by the Department of Foreign Affairs and joined the department training scheme. You were posted to Washington a year later. Was that as Trade Counselor?


  Assistant Trade Counselor, Dunbar corrected.


  Brewster returned to the printed word.


  It says here you were married to Margaret Wakeford, an American citizen. There was a daughter, Catriona. You were posted to Brussels the following year, your wife divorced you three years
  later. Do you know what happened to her after that?


  She died seven years ago. Dunbar answered. Whatever emotions he might have felt then no longer meant anything.


  Brewster put the piece of paper back in the file and locked both hands behind his head.


  I understand that your daughter lives with a man called Grattan.


  Blood reddened the back of Dunbars neck. I dont see that my daughters private life is of any concern to other people.


  Youre asking me to put up a great deal of money. I need to know all I can about you. How do things stand in Prague?


  Dunbar widened his legs and leaned forward. I saw my people last night. Theyre asking half a million dollars US for six computer discs and the codes to go with them. If we decide
  that we like what we see there are more. The price for these would be negotiable.


  Brewster had the paperweight in his right hand, weighing it. What it really amounts to is this. Im expected to trust your judgement as well as your honesty.


  Dunbar kept a tight grip on himself. Weve been through this already, Mister Brewster. I know the clout that those discs represent. Thats why I came to you in the
  first place. If you want to pull out, so be it.


  Has anyone ever suggested that you might have a personality problem? A difficulty in communicating?


  No, said Dunbar. Ive been in the Foreign Service for the best part of thirty years. Ive always been able to make myself understood very clearly.


  Brewster put the figure of the goat down and viewed it admiringly. Then he raised his head.


  Ill tell you what Ive decided to do. Im putting five hundred thousand dollars in a Swiss account in your name. You can begin to draw on it as from tomorrow.
  Heres the name of the bank and the person you deal with.


  He passed a card across the table. Dunbar glanced at the name and address and put the card in his wallet.


  Buy the six discs, Brewster said. You speak fluent Czech so youll know what were dealing with. If I like what I see, well go for the rest.


  Arent we forgetting something? Dunbar said. What about my finders fee?


  Fifty thousand and expenses. Ten per cent if I go for more. Agreed?


  Agreed, said Dunbar.


  Good. There is one thing, added Brewster. I dont want my name mentioned in any of this.


  It was difficult for Dunbar to conceal his impatience. Ive already explained. Were not breaking the law, Mister Brewster. Were simply acquiring information. And
  theres nothing that anyone can do about it.


  Brewster had moved to the window and was looking down at the gardens. He turned.


  If theres a risk involved, no matter how marginal, I make it my business to stay out of the firing line. If it ever comes to my ears that my name has been mentioned this whole
  thing is off.


  Fine by me. Dunbar looked at his watch. Id better be off. Ill try to get on a plane for Zurich tonight. If not, first thing in the morning. Ill have
  time to go to the bank and catch the next flight to Prague. I should have some news for you the day after tomorrow.


  Then Ill see you, said Brewster. Dont bother phoning. Just be here.


  He opened the door. Dunbar heard it close again before he had reached the stairs. He reclaimed his coat and walked up Kensington High Street into a travel agency. Fifteen minutes later he left
  with a ticket for Zurich that night.


  A cab with its light on slowed for the signals at the bottom of Church Street. Dunbar jumped in quickly.


  Walton Street. Ill tell you where when we get there.


  He had no idea how good his daughter was at her job. It was the first she had had as far as he knew. Her life had taken a predictable course after her mothers death. Catriona spent the
  life-insurance money travelling. Dunbar had a succession of postcards from places like Goa, Papeete, Paraguay, Malaysia. They exchanged the odd telephone call. She seemed content with the way she
  lived, but Dunbar knew she had already spent most of her mothers inheritance and would need more than her income to support her current lifestyle.


  The cab stopped in front of a boutique with the word BIZARRO inscribed on the window. The shop was closed. He rang the bell at the side. Footsteps descended the stairs
  and the door opened. Catriona had none of her fathers rangy build or colouring. She was small-boned, of medium height with green cat-like eyes and light-brown hair. It was cut in a boyish
  bob that made her look younger than twenty-seven. Her polo-necked sweater and trousers were black.


  She threw her arms round her father and hugged him tightly. Papa! What are you doing here in London?


  Business, he said.


  Let me have a look at you, she said, holding him at arms length. Youve lost weight. Are you eating properly?


  I eat when Im hungry, he said. Their relationship had suffered since her mothers death. It was good to be with her again. To make up for lost time.


  Well dont just stand there! she fussed. Come on upstairs.


  They climbed, his arm round her waist. There were two open doors on the first floor. On the right was the kitchen. She led him into the sitting room and took his overcoat.


  The glass-fronted bookcase dwarfed the low ceiling. One of the shelves held a row of books he had given her, J. M. Barrie, Beatrix Potter, A Childs History of Canada. All were in
  their original dust jackets. Most of the furniture had been her mothers. He recognised the low teak table and chairs, the life-size porcelain cat that grinned in the corner. He nodded across
  at it as Catriona returned with a tray.


  I see youve still got that goddam thing! Hed never liked it.


  Dont be unkind. Balthazars beautiful.


  She put a bottle of Bells and a glass on the table in front of him.


  A picture of Henry Grattan smiled from the mantelpiece. He was thirty-six years old with challenging eyes and a strong, deeply dimpled chin.


  Dunbar produced an envelope from his pocket and pushed it across the table.


  Am I drinking alone?


  Its too early for me, she said, looking down at the envelope. Whats this?


  Open it, he said.


  She hooked a nail under the flap and pulled out the sheaf of hundred-dollar bills. Her lips moved as she counted them silently. She glanced up at her father.


  Theres five thousand dollars here, Papa!


  A belated Christmas present, he said.


  She took a cigarette from his pack and lit it. Her green eyes searched his face. She put the money back in the envelope.


  Have you robbed a bank or something?


  I dont need to rob banks, he said, smiling. They just hand me the money.


  He showed her the card with the bank address Brewster had given him.


  So? she demanded.


  He put the card back in his pocket. I took a long hard look at myself. Fifty-one years old and due for retirement. I decided to better our situation.


  Her cigarette burned unsmoked in the ashtray. Youll still have your pension. Its not as though you have any responsibilities.


  Sure, he agreed. I could live in Florida like the people Ive always tried to avoid. Something came up a few weeks ago. If it goes the way I hope, I should have more
  money than I can spend.


  What is this? Some sort of scam? she said suspiciously.


  It isnt a scam, he said. I just thought it was time to feather our nests. Not just mine, yours as well. Youve gone your own way since your mother died.
  Ive never been in a position to help you. All thats going to change. You want to buy your own business, then thats what youll do. And well get one thing straight,
  Catriona. Therell be no strings attached. As long as youre happy thats all I care about.


  They matched looks for a second. Excitement brightened her eyes.


  Can I tell Henry? I dont like keeping secrets from him.


  Theres no need to keep secrets. When are you two getting married?


  Were not, she replied. Ive seen what marriage can do to people. Weve lived together for almost two years. We dont need to get
  married.


  He nodded. I guess youve got a point there. Is Henry working?


  Her voice was defensive. Hes sitting in a room with five other people, selling space. He picks names from a list and calls them. He starts at ten in the morning and finishes at
  seven oclock at night. He doesnt get a salary, just commission on whatever sales he makes. Its no job for someone like Henry but there is a recession. And at least hes
  trying.


  You can change all that if you want, said Dunbar.


  Ive got an idea, she said enthusiastically. Why dont you stay until Henry gets back? Well take you out to supper.


  He looked at his watch. I cant do it, honey. Im flying to Zurich in a couple of hours and my bags still at the hotel.


  Her chin lifted. Are you telling the truth, Papa. Or is it because you dont want to meet Henry?


  Its got nothing to do with Henry, said Dunbar. I dont mind who he is. Just as long as he makes you happy. Look, Ill be back in a couple of days.
  Ill call you from Prague and tell you when.


  She held his overcoat as he donned it.


  I wish you could stay, she pleaded. Youll like Henry, I know you will.


  Dunbar buttoned his coat. I cant do it, theres no time. Im going to be running on rails for the next few hours. But I will be back and dont worry.
  Everythings going to turn out OK. He kissed her gently. And never forget, your father really does love you.


  Catriona accompanied him down the stairs and unfastened the street door. A taxi had just unloaded a few yards away. Dunbar gestured and the cab crawled forward. Catriona clung to her
  fathers hand.


  Im so glad you came by, Papa. Its been too long and I really do worry about you.


  He suddenly thought of her mother, leaning from a window in Brussels, watching him drive away. Hed returned nine hours later to an empty apartment. Margaret had gone, taking Catriona with
  her. The next time he saw his daughter was five years later.


  He kissed her. Theres nothing to worry about, he promised.
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