

  [image: cover]


  
  


  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 great studded doors to the main entrance opened inwards to a cobbled courtyard. On the far side, iron gates reaching to the stone archway separated
  courtyard from prison grounds. This was the Main Gate Lodge. Through it, passed all incoming traffic. Trucks laden with cement and tiles, oats destined for skilly and marked GRADE A PIG MEAL, Black Marias with the days haul from the Metropolitan Police Courts, coaches used to carry
  convicted prisoners from the Central Criminal Court and the County Sessions.


  Those ponderous doors shut out freedom from drunks serving seven days in lieu of a fine, candidates for Preventive Detention and Corrective Training, ten year men and those hustled in direct
  silence to the condemned cells.


  There were two patches of light in the sombre courtyard. On the left, in the gatekeepers office, were numbered racks hung with cell and pass keys. On a larger painted slate, the legends
  Men at Court, Locking-up Roll, had figures chalked against them. Outside, a rat-faced trusty was stacking loaves of bread on a shelf to be collected by warders going
  off duty.


  On the other side of the courtyard was a room lit by two naked bulbs. Three benches and an evil oil stove were the only furnishings. The decoration was the same as anywhere else in the
  jailwhitewash and ochre paint. Over the door, the words WAITING ROOM had been inscribed in the tasty style affected by convict signwriters.


  It was two in the afternoon and visiting hours. This was the room where those with visiting orders waited till the men they had come to see were fetched from the prison. A thin-faced woman
  slapped fretfully at two small boys. A tall girl, with bright hair worn in a pony tail, a silver fox jacket and spiked shoes, examined her exaggerated make-up with care. On the bench beside her, a
  cigarette was smouldering. A stout woman with her head wrapped in a scarf that bristled with curling pins glared at the girl then dabbed angrily at tears that made her ugly face uglier.


  One man sat alone, near the door to the yard, reading the early edition of the afternoon paper. As he considered the banner headline, he crinkled his bloodhound face.


  GREGORY CASEAPPEAL COURT JUDGES DECISION


  He closed the paper suddenly, smoothing the folds with pigskin fingers. Thirty-five, he wore his well-cut clothes with an air of assurance. As he heard the jingle of keys, he stood, showing his
  extreme height.


  The jailer had a scrubbed N.C.O.s face under a peaked cap. He called names pompously from a sheaf of visiting orders in his hand.


  At Mr. Sloane! the tall man ducked under the overhang into the courtyard. In the manner of one long accustomed to minor disbursements of the sort, Sloane slipped a half-crown
  into the hand of the warder. It was transferred to the mans pocket with no acknowledgement.


  The Visiting Boxes were between the main lodge and the prison itselfa single-storey building split down its length into sixteen cubicles, each the size of a telephone booth. Visitors used
  a door on the far side, prisoners one near the cell blocks. Two men came up the steps from the basement level of the jail. The jailbird grey of the prisoners uniform was drab against the
  escorts neat blue tunic. The warder rapped with his key on the door to the Visiting Boxes. As it opened, he bellowed as if on a parade ground:


  One man on to you, sir! 1748 Gregory, appeal visit, sir!


  Greg resisted the urge to laugh. This was the stylized language approved by the Prison Commissioners in ball-and-chain days and still passed from one old sweat to another.


  One man coming down, sir! they yelled to one another though you were going down a stairway with twelve treads. As if you were valuable merchandize to be acknowledged with some
  magical formula. One that would absolve the screws should you vanish in smoke.


  The receiving warder scowled. Do your jacket up! he ordered.


  Meeting the mans look, Greg fastened the shapeless jacket slowly. Hed have to be careful. They threw you in Chokey for dumb insolence. Chokey was the same as being
  on Special Watch or the Escape List. A screw peering into your cell every quarter hour and a light on all night. Worsethe punishment cells were twelve feet above the ground.


  The warder was watching Greg, the smile plastered on his face as if he meant it.


  Thats better. It wouldnt do to let em think we dont keep you smart. He pointed down the corridor. Number 12.


  Steam pipes clanked. Around them, a few of the cons, their visits over, were soaking in the unaccustomed heat luxuriously as they waited to be escorted back to their shops. From the babble of
  conversation, the flat accusing whine of a womans voice detached itself. There was a recent case of a prisoner who had smashed the glass in an attempt to disfigure his visitor. The warder
  followed Greg to his booth, rattling his keys warningly. The womans voice was suddenly quiet.


  Gregs booth was fourth from the end. The warder patrolled the length of coconut-fibre matting, inspecting the booths from time to timea gesture, since nothing could be passed from
  one side to the other. His desk was at the far end of the corridor.


  Greg let down the wooden flap that served as a seat. Through the glass partition, he could see the windows on the other side of the Visiting Boxes. Beyond that, the wicket in the iron gate. He
  kept his eyes on it. As the bitter reek of shag tobacco hit his nostrils, his fingers drummed on the raw wood. Why those stupid bastards couldnt wait till they got back to their shops then
  use the johns! The screw this side was a bad one to start withif he noticed the smoking, hed be prowling about this end of the building. What Greg had to say to Sloane neednt
  take long. But it had to be private.


  When he saw Sloane coming through the iron gate, Gregs mouth eased. Boy, you get a friend like Sloane and you really get a friend.


  The jailer on Sloanes side was one of the old school. One of the Give me no trouble and Ill give you none set. He showed Sloane in. You know the
  regulations, sir. He aint allowed to be showed no newspapers or letters.


  Sloanes nod was at once an acceptance and dismissal of everything the jailer stood for. He smiled at Greg.


  How is it? seriously, he asked. You got the wire?


  Greg moved impatiently. Yeh. They read it to me. Was there anybody in court?


  Sloane bent his head to the wire mesh that flanked the glass. It was necessary. Either you heard or saw your visitor. You took your choice.


  I went there. They crucified you, Greg. Bryant did his best but you hadnt a chance. Theyre not going to bother about law, Greg.


  Fifteen minutes, Greg kept thinking. I know, he said. He could smell the others face lotion, imagine the smooth feel of his linen. What about Judithwas she
  in court?


  I told her to keep away. Sloane talked fast. There was nothing she could do. She was better with the kids down at Henley. He chose his words carefully. GregBryant says theyd have given you more time if youd appealed against sentence instead of conviction.


  More time! How much more? If youve already got ten years, what can it matter if they give you fifteen! If you couldnt see the end of a sentence, what difference how long it was!


  He waited till the patrolling warder had passed. They can drop dead, he said flatly, Bryant, too. A copper, a lawyer, a thief. They all piss in the same pot. Three
  thousand pounds hed paid the lawyerto get ten years.


  Sloane spoke sharply and Greg heard his own voice, dangerously high. He nodded. O.K. Let it go.


  It was the money, Greg, urged Sloane. Nobody beats them for twenty-eight thousand and walks out of it. You ought to know it. Overhead, the round clock on
  the wall ticked off the minutes. Sloanes voice poured through the mesh in a parody of indignation. Not one penny of this money recovered yet the man has the impertinence to
  appeal!that was the Lord Chief Justice, Greg.


  It was as if mention of money silenced them both. Greg was first to speak, his words barely audible. Youve got to help me, Sloane. Youve got to get me out of
  here. He strained, trying to gauge the effect of his words.


  The dark man moved his head and they stared briefly at one another through the glass. Sloane nodded. A shadow moved on the glass and Greg waited till the warder had passed. I cant
  take any more chances, smuggling letters out. He was whispering into the grille. You know the cell number. Ill hang a cloth on the bars. Saturday, Sloane. Saturday?


  Sloane took off a glove. For a second, the two men stood, palms flat against the glass. Once again, Sloane nodded. The jailer stood behind them.


  Five more minutes.


  They talked of nothing till the man came back to rap again with his key. Christ! thought Greg. A man and a key!


  Times up, Gregory.


  He joined the group by the water-pipes and watched Sloane to the Main Gate. As he went through the wicket, Sloane raised a hand in salutation then disappeared.


  It was Thursday. He had three days and three nights to wait. Easy enough to rationalize the failure of his appeal. But always thered been the faint hope that a smart lawyer might have
  figured out some legal angle. Sloane was right. You couldnt beat them for twenty-eight grand and walk out of the case. This is what hed bargained for from the beginning. Without any
  fireworks, the cops had been able to prove his guilt.


  Back in the tailors shop, Greg watched the clock, ramming the blunt needle through the dirt-crusted mail-bag. It was four-thirty and the discipline officer gave the signal to stop work.
  Cease Labour as they loved to put it in their jargon. In the nine weeks that hed been in Wandsworth Greg hadnt washed in the shop. One bucket of lukewarm water between
  thirty men, the hell with it! For the rest of the cons, it was a chance to snatch a forbidden word under the nose of the screw. But Greg didnt talk. Even where talking was allowed, on the
  rings during exercise period, he didnt talk. For an hour each day, Greg made the circuit in complete silence though they made you walk in pairs.


  He lined up, arms outstretched, to be searched. The door from the tailors shop was fifteen feet from the entrance to the cell-block. A bright hanging lamp made a splash of light in the
  winter murk. Three jailers covered the space between the two buildings as the men filed into their cells.


  Greg was located in the cockpit, D 1/12, on the basement floor of the prison. Without turning his head, he slammed his door shut from inside. The button hit the door jamb and the
  heavy tongue of the lock shot home. Outside, a white enamelled door handle was now in horizontal position, showing that the door was properly fastened.


  He kicked off his shoes and put on the crude cloth slippers. This was the best part of the daywhen they left you alone. From five, after supper, till seven the next
  morning, the door would open just once, when a pint of milkless and sugarless cocoa was served and the patrol made sure you were there. At nine, the light in the cell was extinguished from the
  outside.


  Mechanically, he spread the coarse calico cloth on his table. Already they were unlocking the doors for supper. It was the landing screw, Griffiths, who opened the door. He put his red face
  inside the cell.


  Tea up, Canada. Griffiths was supposed to be one of the good screws. I heard your appeal got turned down. The orderly neared with a bucket of tea
  and the jailers tone changed. Get your woodwork scrubbed, Gregory, and dont let me have to tell you again.


  The fiery face vanished. On Gregs table were two tailor-made cigarettes. He considered his supper: 8 oz. bread,  oz. margarine, 1 oz. cheese and a pint of tea. He had no
  complaints. You couldnt starve on the diet. He watched as the door was tried from the outside, heard the spring-loaded handle flipped. The margarine always tasted of fish. He sprinkled it
  with salt. Salt and water, as much as you wanted, Griffiths always said. Suddenly he stood with his ear against the crack in the door. It was time for the shift of jailers to change over.


  In each cell block there were four galleries, forty-eight cells on each gallery. Five cell blocks in the main prison. Up on the other galleries, they were sleeping three in a cell. Three classes
  of prisoners avoided that final indignityqueers, stir-crazy guys and those doing long sentences. As a location, the cockpit wasnt popular. Often the communal lavatories overflowed,
  leaving the floors wet with a sickly reek of excrement and carbolic. And down there, the cells were dark, even in the long fine days when first hed arrived, the cell had been dark. On the
  credit side, the jails antiquated heating system rumbled its way through the bowels of the building. His cell was fifteen degrees warmer than those above. There was another and all-important
  advantage. The night patrol had to pass directly over his head to reach the iron stairway that led to the cockpit. On the stone-flagged gallery above, a loose flag tipped whenever weight was placed
  on it. And the handrail on the stairs creaked. Some of the screws tripped cunningly on felt-soled slippers once they had reached the basement floor. The flap of the spyhole moved almost
  soundlessly. With innocent face Greg was accustomed to turn, acknowledging the cold fish-eye with a nod.


  Hed have to stop that. Better they werent aware that you knew they were there. The loose flag and creaking handrail warned him as effectively as any alarm bell.


  His plate and cup washed, he lit one of Griffithss cigarettes, padding from door to window. Without looking, he knew every inch of his cell. In the window there were twenty-four small
  panes of glass in a cast-iron frame. On the outside, four flat bars of mild steel set so that it was impossible for even a midget to pass through. The basement cell windows were at breast height.
  On the upper galleries they were high in the cell wall and difficult to reach.


  It had taken Greg eight weeks to perfect his plan of escape, going over each detail with dogged persistence. Timing the night patrols both in the cell block and in the prison grounds. He had
  taken weeks, standing fully dressed in the dark, watching the outside patrol as he passed into the light from the tailors shop and paused to punch the clock on the wall. Three times, during
  the night, the patrol made his rounds. Ten p.m., one a.m. and six a.m. The screws varied, the times never. It had been hard work, listening for the tell-tale flag and handrail that signalled the
  descent of the inside patrol. Leaping into bed, fully dressed, straining to hear the man in the grounds yet watching the spyhole. The clock from the chapel struck at quarter-hour intervals and gave
  him a time bearing.


  It was easier to break into jail than out. To beat this place he needed help. The eighteen feet wall was unguarded on the north where the railway ran parallel for one hundred and fifty yards.
  For a man on the outside to duck over the fence from the Common, under the bridge and along the embankment was simple. At that point, he would be no more than thirty yards in a direct line from
  Gregs cell. With an extending or rope ladder, he could scale the wall, avoid the night patrol and reach the dark shelter of the cell block.


  Somewhere, Greg had had to take a premature chance in order to give Sloane the essentials. Luck had been with him. A Pole had smuggled out the letter, God knows how or where the guy had
  concealed the closely-written strips of cigarette paper. But he had delivered them to Sloane and claimed ten pounds. Greg had no qualmsthe note had been carefully worded. Of itself,
  innocuouscombined with Sloanes visits, a pattern for escape.


  Quarter to eight sounded with the clank of a cracked anvil. Greg started to make his bed. For the next two nights he needed as much sleep as possible.


  The monotony of Friday was broken by an unexpected cell search in the morning before work. It was nine. Outside the window, the cement walks glistened with hoar frost. A vague movement to the
  end of the block caught his eye. With practised speed, Greg checked the scanty cell furniture. At that hour, a screw outside meant that a block search was under way. Cells and galleries. As soon as
  the men heard cell doors opening and bells being tested, contraband hurtled from fifty windows. Old newspapers, unauthorized books, razor blades, all the jealously hoarded rubbish that meant loss
  of remission if found.


  It was the outside patrols job, for the most part done in arbitrary style, to mark the offending windows.


  Greg had nothing. But he examined every inch of his cell. Cell doors were open all day with cleaners running about in the blocks. Greg trusted nobody in the place. This was no time for him to
  foul out. The indicators that marked the source of the cell bells were being tested. The mechanical and ancient system creaked and strained over yards of wire. Suddenly the door opened. They hunted
  in pairs, as always. This time, Greg hadnt done badly. It was Griffiths and a jailer hed never seen before. Some of the bums werent above finding whatever they wanted to find
  in a mans cell.


  Bring your blankets and sheets outside!


  The stranger sprung the lock and went in, closing the door behind him. On the gallery outside, Greg shook his bedding piece by piece as Griffiths watched.


  Hows your wife taking it, Gregory?


  Greg moved his shoulders. When it suited them, the screws accepted you as a human being but only when it suited them. Griffiths was one of the worst offenders. He had a phoney friendliness that
  came under the heading Handling the men.


  Greg knew that there was one reason why anyone should want to gain his confidence now. They had all tried it. The insurance investigator who had visited him in Brixton while he waited trial.
  We could make it easy for you, Gregory. Then Porter and Lee with the monkey shrewdness and glib thieves patter of Flying Squad officers.


  Why dont you be sensible, Greg. Youve got no form in this country. We can do a lot for you.


  Sure, they all could, till it came to the pay-off. Then youd find it was strictly a one-sided bargain. Their side.


  Greg knew that to these people he represented 28,000. That and nothing more. That first night in Wandsworth, a stranger had thrown him a half-ounce of coarse black tobacco and a spill
  with papers and matches. Samaritan, thought Greg, smiling secretly. The next day, after the parade for the Governor and the Chaplain, the stranger picked Greg up on the exercise ring. After five
  minutes of the mans studiously incurious conversation, Greg interrupted:


  You want to hear about my case?


  The man looked away. I read something . . .


  I didnt do it, said Greg.


  They walked in silence till they reached the latrines where the man left him.


  The strange screw left Gregs cell. The bars and the frame of the window had been sounded, the walls and floor inspected, mattress pummelled. He brushed a few strands of coir from his
  tunic.


  You want to get those windows cleaned, he told Greg. If you dont want to see out of them, the next man might.


  Friday was canteen day. That week, hed done his task in the shop and no more. At the canteen, he signed for two shillings and bought ten tailor-made cigarettes. After Sunday night,
  hed be buying his own.


  Saturday morning. Only a half-day to work. When he got back from the shop, there was a letter from Judith. Attached was a mimeographed slip from the Censors Office.


  


  
    
      INFORM YOUR CORRESPONDENT THAT FUTURE LETTERS MUST BE CONFINED TO TWO DOUBLE OR FOUR SINGLE SHEETS. FAILURE TO COMPLY WILL MEAN THE RETURN OF THE LETTERS.

    

  


  


  He read his wifes letter carefully, apprehensive of some chance remark that might have intrigued the censor. His mail was read twice. Once by the censor and once by the
  Deputy-Governor. Greg knew that and more than they imagined. Only Sloane and he were aware that tomorrow night hed be out of the place. Certainly not Judith. As soon as the hue went out for
  him, her life would be misery. Each step that she tookeven the kids maybewould be subject to police surveillance. When he was first arrested, it had been like that. And it had
  continued till they realized that she had no idea what he had done with the money. Nobody knew. That was his strength.


  It had nothing to do with trust. Rather, there were different sorts of trust. You trusted a man with your liberty, your wife, your honour. Maybe there were five or six people on the outside he
  could put in that category. Trusting them with twenty-eight thousand pounds was something again.
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