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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


  Martin Mallory stopped the VW Passat in front of the wrought-iron gate blocking access to the driveway beyond. A man in dungarees was raking the grass behind the lodge. It had
  taken Mallory the best part of an hour to drive the twenty-six miles from London to Corton Bassett. He was thirty-four years old with thinning brown hair scraped back in a pony-tail tied with an
  elastic band. He was overweight for his modest height with anxious grey eyes pouched in flabby cheeks. He was wearing a brown tweed jacket with leather elbow-patches, corduroy trousers, chukka
  boots and a blue button-down tieless shirt.


  He beeped the horn. The lodgekeeper dragged the gate back, his expression curious. Mallory wound his window down. Youre not going to believe this, George. I got all the way home
  last night and discovered Id left the bloody exam papers behind. Im supposed to be marking them over the weekend. He lectured twice a week at the Wycherly Foundation, Tuesdays
  and Thursdays. Today was Friday.


  The lodgekeeper grunted. Its the memory cells. You ought to try tying a knot in your dick.


  The Passat bumped over the cattlegrid. The oak trees bordering the avenue were old and twisted, the barbed-wire fencing snagged with yellowing sheep wool. The recent rain had left the fields
  waterlogged. A board on the verge of the drive read:


  
    WYCHERLY FOUNDATION FOR RELIGIOUS STUDIES


    Principal: Ludovic Lambert MA (Edinburgh)


    Registered Charity No: 29371

  


  Mallory drove into the parking-space reserved for staff. Lucy Ashtons Fiesta stood in its usual place. It was a quarter past one on an overcast March afternoon. Lights
  burned in the long red-brick building in front of him.


  The angle at which he was parked offered a partial view of the rear of the building. An array of scarred beech trees stretched down the slope to the river, the foliage partly concealing the two
  dormitories. There was one for each sex. The Wycherly maintained a liberal attitude to enrolment. There were no bars based upon race, religion or nationality. A working knowledge of English and the
  means to pay the fees were all that was necessary. Once accepted, a few selected students might be transferred to one or other of the sister institutions in Germany or France. The full complement
  of pupils numbered one hundred and fifty, approximately half male and half female. There were eighteen full-time teachers and an administration staff of twelve. Most of these lived in the
  neighbouring villages.


  Mallory owned a small flat at the top of a mansion-block in Chelsea. He earned enough money to support his modest lifestyle. His pleasures were simple. He read a great deal, listened to music
  and saw the occasional film or play. He spent three Saturdays a month as a voluntary prison visitor and supported the Green Partys political aims. His sexual adventures were infrequent. He
  blamed this on the difficulty of meeting the right sort of woman. All this had changed dramatically two months ago. He had been reading the roster of newly inducted students, people rising in turn
  to answer their names. He found it impossible to ignore the girl sitting immediately below the podium. Li Cho was a twenty-two-year-old from Kowloon, slight and delicately boned and dressed in a
  bright yellow top and matching trousers. Glossy black hair fell to her shoulders. She occupied the same seat at each subsequent lecture. Mallorys interest grew as the course continued.
  Foundation policy discouraged undue familiarity between staff and students but Mallory found an excuse to talk to the girl at the end of a lecture-period. He asked if she ever came to London. She
  studied his face for a moment. Her laugh sounded like tinkling glass. She wanted to know why he had taken so long to ask her. He watched her go with a feeling of incredulity. Thered been no
  guile in her manner, no flirtatiousness. Just an acceptance of something inevitable.


  Students applying for weekend exeats made their requests to Lucy Ashton, the Principals personal assistant. Li Cho invented a Kowloon family living in London and took a train to Waterloo
  every Friday evening. She returned to the Wycherly on Sunday, spending the two nights with Mallory. At the end of six weeks he was obsessed with her, happier than he had ever thought possible. A
  romantic at heart, he was thinking of marriage. The idyll ended as unexpectedly as it had begun. Mallory turned up as usual for his Tuesday lecture to find that Li Chos name had been erased
  from his register. The next few hours were hard to endure. No one else in the class appeared to know where she was. The Bursars assistant told Mallory that Li Cho had been transferred. Any
  further enquiries should be addressed to the Principal.


  Mallory finished the day bereft and uncertain. He refused to believe that Li would have gone without getting in touch with him. His doubts hardened into resentful suspicion. Someone was keeping
  them apart, he was sure of it. The following Thursday he found an envelope addressed to him in the staff mailbox. It was from Lucy Ashton, inviting him to come to her cottage before he returned to
  London. Lucy said that she knew of his concern for Li Cho. She had gone through the same sort of experience herself, she confided, and told him of her affair with Ludovic Lambert. He had betrayed
  her trust and she no longer owed him loyalty. Convinced by her vehemence, Mallory opened his heart to her. She proved a sympathetic and knowledgeable listener. She told him that his girlfriend had
  probably been moved to Germany. The details of any such transfers were confidential. But if Mallory pledged himself to secrecy she would help him establish the truth about Li Cho. He had left her
  cottage buoyed on hope. Since then their only contact had been by telephone. She had called him two days before with her final instructions.


  Mallory mounted the wide staircase that gave access to the upper storey and tapped on the door to the Principals study. It was a large room with four windows hung with bronze velvet
  curtains and jade-coloured walls devoid of ornament. Diffused ceiling lighting illuminated an elegant desk and well-stocked bookcases. Bokhara rugs glowed on the polished parquet.


  Lucy Ashton reclined on a low sofa. She was thirty-four years old with ash-blonde hair cut in a modish bob. Her skin had the unhealthy hue of egg-white. She was wearing a loose-fitting apple
  green shirt over a camel-hair skirt. Her slim legs tapered into sensible country shoes. She looked at him worriedly, contact lenses correcting her short-sightedness.


  Did anyone notice you?


  He lowered himself beside her. Only George on the gate. I told him Id forgotten some papers.


  Then wed better make this quick, she said. Lambert took the transfer list to London. Herr Liedemanns flying in from Dsseldorf. Theyre meeting
  tomorrow afternoon. Hollywood Mews will be empty tonight.


  Weve got to be sure, Mallory insisted.


  She pulled a newspaper clipping from her handbag. The photograph featured a man and a woman raising their glasses to the camera. The womans gown plunged to her cleavage, her hair
  cascading over bare shoulders. The man standing next to her had a full head of white hair and a well-tailored evening suit. The camera had caught him smiling. The caption below identified the
  couple.


  
    
      
        Mrs Isobel Ballantyne and Mr Ludovic Lambert at the ball given in aid of the Wycherly Foundation.

      

    

  


  Mallory surrendered the clipping. Whos the lady?


  Thats his latest, said Lucy with a moue of distaste. Her husband divorced her eight months ago. Ludos been having an affair with her. Thats where
  hell be spending the night.


  I know the way he operates. I see his credit-card statements, remember, the bills for the flowers and perfume. It may not last much longer but you can be sure that hell get
  his moneys worth.


  He found himself disturbed by her bitterness. Why wouldnt he take the transfer list with him?


  She looked at him, shaking her head. Because thats the way he reasons. Hes devious, Martin. Hes the only one who sees the list. He even types it himself. He just
  wouldnt run the risk. Hell lock it away in the safe overnight and pick it up on his way to meet Liedemann tomorrow. Believe me, I know how his mind works. Im worried about this
  friend of yours.


  Theres no reason for that, he replied.


  A man whos just come out of prison, she challenged. How do you know he can be trusted?


  Nicks doing this as a friend, said Mallory. I told him about Li Cho and the safe and he offered to help me.


  Thats what disturbs me, she answered. Why would a man in his situation do something like this for a stranger?


  Im not a stranger, he replied. You dont seem to understand this relationship. Nicks wife took off the moment he was sentenced. He didnt get any
  letters or visits. I was his only link with the outside world for two years. People bond in those circumstances, Lucy. Hes genuinely concerned for me.


  She niggled away like an aching tooth. To the point of breaking the law?


  Thats right, he agreed. Hes the one who suggested it. He said that I needed professional help. I dont see your problem.


  She peered at him suspiciously. Does he know where youre getting the keys?


  Her insistence was beginning to get to him. I didnt mention your name, if thats what you mean. He knows where I work. You dont have to go into details with someone
  like Nick. They wouldnt concern him. Weve gone over this before. Youre the one whos creating the difficulties.


  Im sorry, she said. But I cant help the way I feel.


  It was your idea in the first place, he reminded her. Have you got the keys?


  She dipped into her handbag again and gave him two house keys on a ring. The third was a slim double-warded safe key. He looked at it; then the keys chinked in his jacket pocket. What
  about the cleaner you mentioned?


  Her slim fingers gestured indifferently. She doesnt come in when Ludos in London. Hes paranoiac about people knowing his business. The thing is, Ive got to
  have those keys back before he realizes that the house has been burgled. Im having supper with Annie Ridler tonight. Its something we do every Friday. One week at her place, the next
  week at mine. Its her turn tonight which means that I wont be home before eleven oclock at the earliest.


  Dont worry, he said. Theyll be there when you get back. Ill drop them through your cat flap.


  She looked at her watch and rose. Youd better go, she urged. I dont want the girls from Admin to see you up here.


  For a moment he thought she was going to embrace him. But the touch of her fingers was as light as a leaf on his sleeve.


  Be careful, she counselled.


  He met no one on his way down the stairs. He unlocked his desk in the lecture-room and removed a sheaf of examination papers, an excuse for his unscheduled visit. Deceit had never been part of
  his nature and he found the prospect disturbing.


  He took less than an hour to drive back to Elm Park Mansions. He left his car in front of the church and entered the old-fashioned mansion-block. The hallway was bleak and forbidding. He climbed
  the uncarpeted stairs to the top floor and let himself into his flat. A divan faced the gingham-curtained windows in his bedroom. There was a framed picture of Li Cho on a shelf. An Olivetti
  portable typewriter lay on the card-table in front of the wardrobe. The small bathroom had a flush toilet under the frosted-glass panes. The kitchen next door was no larger. A large storage closet
  backed a flat vinyl work surface. An oil-fired boiler in the basement provided the communal heating.


  Mallory spent most of his time in the sitting-room. A three-seater sofa was positioned in front of the television set. Beanbags offered the only alternative vantage point. There was a telephone
  and an answering-machine on a side-table, Picasso prints on the walls. A couple of high-fidelity speakers were attached to a Sanyo music centre. Mallory put the examination papers in his desk and
  dropped his duffle-coat on the floor.


  Prison visitors were always given the case-reports on inmates before placing the names on their lists. Nick Berrys sheet had proved instructive. He had virtually lived on the streets from
  the age of fifteen, pilfering unattended goods from the backs of delivery vans. The report on him cited his first arrest for stealing by means of a trick. The magistrate suspended his sentence.
  There was no record of the following few years. Nicks next known offence appeared to be fortuitous, the result of a summer evening stroll through Pimlico. He had noticed scaffolding erected
  outside a mansion-block. His reaction had been impulsive. He scaled the scaffolding and stepped through an open window into a flat left temporarily empty. A quick search of a bedroom drawer netted
  an album of postage stamps. Each page was conveniently catalogued and resulted in a total of twenty-eight thousand pounds. Nick left the flat by the front door as the owner emerged from the lift.
  Nick offered no resistance and a squad car arrived minutes later. A check on Nicks file at the CRO revealed his previous arrest. A Crown Court judge with Victorian values passed a sentence
  of three years imprisonment.


  Mallory had visited him faithfully over the months that followed, intrigued by Nicks personality. Nick had explained his views about friendship. There were three things you needed to
  trust a man with before you could call him a real friend: your woman, your money and your liberty. The last was the most important. Without your freedom the other two were meaningless. It was an
  aspect of life that was new to Mallory. He wondered how he fitted into the equation.


  The door-buzzer sounded three times in quick succession. Mallory released the entrance door below and waited outside on the landing for Nick to appear. He was a thirty-year-old South Londoner
  with sandy hair and a friendly grin, his face still pinched in prison pallor. He was wearing the grey suit that Mallory had given him, a pair of rubber-soled shoes and a see-through nylon slicker.
  He lowered himself gingerly on to a beanbag and winced.


  Them stairs is a bleedin killer, mate. You got to be a lot fitter than you look.


  You get used to them, said Mallory. Have you been to the house?


  I just come from there, said Nick. You didnt say nothing about the burglar alarm.


  It isnt working, said Mallory. It kept going off in the night and the neighbours complained.


  Nick held out his hand. Have you got the keys?


  Mallory felt in his pockets. It was the safe key that seemed to interest Nick most. Are you sure this is all? No combination or nothing like that?


  Mallory found Nicks expertise reassuring. Just what you see there. Ive got to have the keys back straight away. How long do you think itll take?


  It should be a doddle, said Nick. In and out like the milkman. Id say ten minutes tops. Is there anything else in the safe  no little souvenirs?


  I wouldnt think so, said Mallory. The owners in the country most of the time. He only comes up to London occasionally.


  Funny old world, isnt it? Nick said reflectively. Me and you sitting here talking about screwing somebodys gaff. I like it.


  You seem to be treating the whole thing like some sort of joke, said Mallory.


  Nick cocked his head. You sound like that old fart who sentenced me. Im just helping a friend, mate. Whats wrong with that?


  As long as it doesnt become a habit, said Mallory.


  It wont, said Nick, pocketing the keys. Ive got other ways of making a living. Youd better give the house a bell.


  Mallory dialled the number. It rang for a while unanswered. Theres nobody there, he said.


  Nick struggled up from the beanbag. Lets get it over and done with.


  They descended the five flights of stone stairs to the shadowed street. Mallory unlocked the Passat. Nick took the passenger seat next to him and pulled a pair of surgical gloves from his
  pocket. He blew the chalk from the latex and smoothed each finger carefully. The light from the street-lamp fell across the back of his shoulders, leaving his face curious.


  I was thinking  what happens if it turns out this chick dont want to know you no more?


  Mallory tapped the fuel gauge. There was enough petrol to get him to Corton Bassett and back without having to stop at a filling-station. Thats a sad and depressing thought,
  he said, and one that I refuse to consider.


  Me and my big mouth, Nick answered quickly. Its always getting me into trouble. Im sorry.


  Forget it, said Mallory. Some of us are just luckier than others. Youll understand when you meet her. He knew too well what had prompted the question.
  Nicks experience with his wife had destroyed whatever faith he had had in women.


  Mallory set the car in motion and drove across Fulham Road, then left on to Priory Walk. Hollywood Mews was a hundred-yard stretch of small elegant homes built in varying styles with garages. A
  double yellow line painted on each side of the cobblestones signalled no waiting or stopping. A glimmer of light showed behind a yellow door on the left.


  Nicks voice was knowing. That wasnt on earlier, its a time switch to scare off people like us. Dont worry about it.


  Mallory turned off the motor and nodded across at a first-floor window. Thats the bedroom.


  Nick closed the passenger door quietly and crossed the glistening cobblestones with the confident gait of a man going about his lawful occupation. He inserted the mortice key in the lower lock
  and met no resistance. The Yale key let him into a long narrow hallway smelling of furniture polish. A gilt-framed mirror reflected a short flight of thickly carpeted stairs opposite. A few letters
  addressed to Ludovic Lambert lay on the hallway table. He paused with his hand on the banister, listening to the drone of an airplane starting its descent to Heathrow. He climbed the stairs to the
  floor above. The door on his left was ajar, the bedroom in darkness. His gloved fingers felt for the switch. A light came on, illuminating the neatly made bed and winged dressing-table. There was
  the same smell of lavender furniture polish. No attempt had been made to conceal the small square safe set waist-high in the wall next to the wardrobe. He lifted the brass cover protecting the lock
  and inserted the double-warded key. He rotated his wrist. The safe door swung open, revealing a manila folder on the top shelf. He stuffed the folder into his jacket pocket, relocked the safe and
  glanced at the seven-day alarm clock next to the white telephone on the bedside table. He extinguished the light with a quick flash of satisfaction. He had been in the house less than five
  minutes.


  He was halfway down the stairs when a fat woman wearing a pinafore came out of a door at the end of the hallway. She stared up at him with unfocused eyes, clinging to the wall for support. She
  lurched forward belligerently.


  What do you think youre doing? she demanded. Who are you?


  He pushed past her and wrenched the front door open. His feet hit the cobblestones, running. He heard her shout, then the door slammed. There was no sign of alarm in the neighbouring houses. His
  exit had passed unnoticed.


  Mallory was holding the passenger door open, his face taut with alarm.


  What happened?


  Nick thrust the manila folder at him. Just get this fucking thing moving, he gasped. He stripped the gloves from his fingers, his face set in anger. A couple of seconds earlier and
  he would have been trapped.


  The traffic-lights on Fulham Road were green. Mallory swung right then left on to Limerston Street.


  Nick found his voice again as they neared Camera Place. Pull over, he ordered.


  The front wheels hit the kerb and the car stopped. Both men took their eyes from the rear-view mirror. Ill tell you what happened, said Nick. I was halfway down the
  stairs when this woman come out of the kitchen or somewhere. She was pissed out of her mind but she got a good look at me.


  Mallory closed his eyes. You didnt hit her, I hope?


  I didnt lay a finger on her, Nick said. The memory lit a fire in his brain. She was as close to me as you are. I could have been nicked, for crissakes!


  Its got to be the cleaner, Mallory said quickly. I dont understand. She wasnt even supposed to be there.


  Nick spoke with hard resentment. Thats what you get for working with mugs, Martin.


  Mallory laid a consoling hand on Nicks knee. Take a deep breath and relax, he counselled. Im sure its not as bad as it sounds. As far as she knows
  theres nothing missing. Not only that, shes been at Lamberts booze. The last thing shell want to do is call the police. I mean, theres no point to it. Dont
  you see that? Shes going to get out of that house as fast as you did. She wont even want to remember it happened.


  You think so? said Nick.


  Mallory removed his hand from Nicks knee. Im sure of it.


  Nick thought for a moment, then a hint of a smile brightened his face. You always did have a way with words. But Ill tell you one thing, mate. Whoever gave you that
  informations a real piss artist.


  Mallory tapped the manila folder. Ive learned one thing at any rate. I know what you mean about friendship.


  Nicks smile was broad now, his cocky resilience completely restored.


  As long as you dont spring no more of these dodgy capers on me. His eyes sought the rear-view mirror again. I think Ill go home and have a few pints. That
  womans breath give me the flavour. He opened the door and leaned back. Let this be a lesson to you, mate. Thieving aint always as easy as it looks. Ill give you a
  bell tomorrow.


  Mallory watched him as far as the Kings Road and held the two pages of closely spaced typescript under the light from the dashboard. His hope sank when he saw the meaningless entries of
  initials and digits. Maybe Lucy could shed some enlightenment. Discretion warned him not to leave a note with the keys that Nick had returned. Hed just have to wait until she called him.


  It was half-past nine when he drove into Lucys empty car port. The television was playing in the cottage next door. He dropped the three keys through the cat flap in the kitchen door and
  made good time back to London. He let himself into his flat, drained and exhausted. He locked the manila folder in his desk and carried a glass of brandy into the bedroom. Hed spent his
  whole life listening to people extol the importance of applied wisdom. The truth was that philosophy had no place in the world hed just joined. This was the time for action.
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