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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. 


  


  The Murder Room


  Where Criminal Minds Meet


  


  themurderroom.com





  Murder Made Absolute


  Michael Underwood


  [image: ]





  Contents


  Cover

  
  The Murder Room Introduction


  Title page


  


  Chapter One


  Chapter Two


  Chapter Three


  Chapter Four


  Chapter Five


  Chapter Six


  Chapter Seven


  Chapter Eight


  Chapter Nine


  Chapter Ten


  Chapter Eleven


  Chapter Twelve


  Chapter Thirteen


  Chapter Fourteen


  Chapter Fifteen


  Chapter Sixteen


  Chapter Seventeen


  Chapter Eighteen


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  Outro


  By Michael Underwood


  Dedication


  About the author


  Copyright page





  Chapter One


  I THINK that will be a convenient point to adjourn, said Mr. Justice Riley in a tone which brooked no
  response other than an ill-piped and sycophantic chorus of If your Lordship pleases.


  Most judges would have made at least a pretence at consulting the convenience of counsel, but not so Riley, J. With slow deliberation he closed his note-book and then, as if it were an operation
  requiring the utmost precision, he removed his spectacles and put them into their case with apparent loving care. All the while counsel stood and waited for his detested lordships exit from
  the court. The usher had drawn back the heavy faded puce curtain which covered the door behind the judges seat and whose exclusive purpose was to protect those of Her Majestys judges
  who had to sit in that architecturally hideous and acoustically abominable court from the dangerous draughts which seemed to dominate their lives. Despite the curtain, several of the better-worn
  judges were wont to bring into court an assortment of rugs, mittens, air-cushions and charcoal foot-warmers to mitigate the rigours of trying endless divorce cases in such uncongenial
  surroundings.


  Mr. Christopher Henham, Q.C., stood waiting with the rest. He went through the somewhat formal motion of tidying his papers, but more for want of something to occupy his hands than for any
  practical reason. His clerk, Alfred Exley, who was hovering in the wings, would collect them together and take them back to Chambers or hand them to Maureen Fox, the Chambers
  shorthand-typist and sole female element, to do so. Maureen usually contrived to be in court at the end of the days sitting and if given half a chance would sit there by the hour listening
  to Christopher Henhams flights of advocacy which, in her view, were ideally suited to the inevitably sordid drama of a divorce action. His tall commanding presence and his finely modulated
  voice were able to transport her into erotic reveries as she lingered in court long after completion of the duty which had taken her there. If only, she so often sighed to herself, if only he
  didnt have to wear that silly wig in court. It detracted from his exemplary looks and hid his thick smooth thatch of iron-grey hair which was infinitely more impressive than the wig, which
  now resembled a seedy mop more than a headdress. And if only he could also get rid of that dreadful cough.


  Mr. Justice Riley was at last ready to make perfunctory acknowledgement of counsels bows. As he did so his eye glinted at the sight of Christopher Henham carefully putting his cough
  capsules back into their container. He always rolled three or four out on to the desk in front of him so that they were readily available when he felt his maddening and almost permanent throat
  tickle about to develop. It was the sort of tickle that quickly became a body-convulsing cough with a totally stultifying effect on the minds of all within earshot.


  Er . . . Mr. Henham, purred the judge in his silkiest tone. Christopher Henham looked up, at the same time screwing the cap back on to the tube of capsules and slipping it into his
  trouser pocket.


  MLord?


  May I suggest that before we resume this case tomorrow, you provide yourself with something rather more efficacious for your troublesome throat. He spoke in the slow, deliberate
  tone which so infuriated many of the advocates who appeared before him. Nothing would ever make him hurry it and nothing could alter the course of a sentence once he had embarked upon it.
  Perhaps you could even be persuaded to sample one of my brand of throat pastille. They certainly cant be less effective than your capsules. Here his wintry smile became even
  less attractive. And I can at all events assure you, Mr. Henham, that mine contain no harmful drugs.


  Christopher Henham, who had known Gethin Riley for over a quarter of a century, had shared Chambers with him until his recent elevation to the Bench and still had a neighbouring week-end
  cottage, knew better than to show any visible sign of annoyance at the judges chosen pastime of pin-pricking friends, acquaintances and enemies alike. It was as much a part of his nature to
  do so as a cats to toy with a mouse and had provoked some wit into remarking that even Gethins best friends couldnt stand him.


  Your Lordship is most kind, he said as the judge turned to go. A moment later he sank back on to his seat and blew out his cheeks in a gesture of exhausted patience. He gets
  more objectionable every day, he said to the barrister next to him. I very nearly dropped my brief and walked out of court at one point this afternoon.


  The other nodded thoughtfully. Of course you couldnt be on a stickier wicket. Hes always very much a petitioners judge where the petitioner is a woman, and your
  client didnt make an awfully good showing.


  Christopher Henham grunted. Still no reason for him to visit the sins of the respondent on his hapless advocate.


  Oh, granted hes not a good divorce judge. I sometimes wonder if they shouldnt take some sort of course to purge them of their more obtrusive moral principles. Now old Pelsey
  was a first-class divorce judge and no one can have taken a broader view of life than he. Well I must get back to Chambers. Got a conference. See you tomorrow morning, Henham.


  Christopher Henham lifted his wig by the point of his pencil and scratched his head with his free hand. By now he and Maureen were the only two people left in court.


  Wed also better get back to Chambers, Maureen. Im afraid I shall have to dictate an opinion this evening and I must have it by first thing tomorrow morning. He looked
  up at her. O.K.?


  Yes, thatll be all right, Mr. Henham. I havent got anything special on tonight so I can easily stay late and do it.


  Thats fine, though Im terrified that one day I shall have one of your boy-friends after me with a gun for having been the cause of your breaking a date.


  Maureen made no reply to this kite-flying remark but continued to gather up his scattered brief and collect the various legal volumes which had to be taken back to Chambers. Christopher Henham
  watched her through half-closed eyes. She must have boy-friends, he thought, though she rarely mentioned their presence in her life and then rather by implication than by direct reference. She
  certainly possessed her fair quota of physical charm but his guess was that she would give short shrift to those who were interested only in that aspect of her endowments. As she leant across to
  pick up a book from the seat beside him, he held his breath and was conscious only of the enticing fragrance of her presence. She stood back and looked at him.


  Are you coming back now, Mr. Henham?


  Yes, Ill walk across with you.


  Together they walked down the long, stone corridor, Christopher Henham with the long, easy stride of an athlete and with his body slightly bent forward so that he didnt look his full six
  feet two inches. Maureens heels clicked at his side with a quick purposeful rhythm and she seemed to have no difficulty in keeping up with him. She, too, was tall. She had an oval face, a
  full mouth and wide, clear eyes. Her dark hair was cut short, waved in front and neat-fitting at the back. When they reached the robing-room at the entrance to the Royal Courts of Justice,
  Christopher Henham said:


  While Im getting my robes off, you might go across to the chemists and get me another tube of cough capsules. You know the ones, Capsticks, the three-and-sixpenny
  size.


  A few minutes later they met outside the shop and as they dived down one of the alleyways leading into the Temple, Maureen handed him the tube of capsules and said:


  Youre not going to try something fresh after what the judge said?


  I am not. Gethin Riley, sitting on the Bench, looking like a squat Buddha and sucking those beastly Umujubes of histhey sound like a Mau Mau blood oath anyway  doesnt
  know what a persistent cough and throat tickle is. These capsules I take are not just lollipops, theyre a proper medicine.


  Oh, said Maureen. Ive never understood how something you swallow can help your throat.


  Its very simple. The capsule melts in the tummy and the  he was about to say drug when he suddenly recalled the judges malicious observation on the subject and
  instead went on  contents are released. They become absorbed into the blood stream and so soothe the throat nerves which, in my case, are the niggers in the woodpile, if youll
  forgive the startling metaphor.


  I see, said Maureen, adding with diffidence and lack of logic, Its funny the way Mr. Riley has changed since he became a judge. Of course I hardly knew him. Id
  only just arrived in Chambers when he was appointed but I would never have thought 


  Christopher Henham didnt wait for her to finish the sentence but broke in: Mr. Riley, as you call him, and hed cheerfully give you five years for that if hed heard
  you, hasnt changed one little bit. Its just that his present position provides him with bigger and better opportunities for his favourite pastime of gently baiting his
  fellow-creatures.


  Well, I dont think its a very nice way to behave.


  Youre quite right, my dear, its not.


  Im sure he doesnt treat his wife like that.


  Christopher Henham smiled. Dont worry. Helen Riley may be diminutive in size but shes fully capable of looking after herself, he said slowly.


  On arrival at Chambers, he went to his room, a large, light one with an oblique view of the river. Almost everything in it was either leather-bound, leather-topped or just plain leather. He
  tilted back his desk chair and slowly started to dictate into the microphone of the recording-machine, at the same time gently swivelling himself from side to side. The recording-machine was a new
  toy which, though spurned by some in Chambers, was still one of the joys of Christophers life. As he now dictated his legal opinion he watched the thin brown disc revolving slowly on the
  turntable while the recording-arm silently transmitted his words on to it. Later Maureen would trundle the machine away to the clerks room and by the mere turn of a switch reverse the
  process so that the record played back through the microphone the words he was now confiding to it. When he had finished, he touched the bell (leather-encased) on his desk and a moment later Alfred
  Exley, his senior clerk, came in.


  Ive dictated that opinion for Lawford, Alfred, and Maureen has promised to stay late and do it, as they must have it tomorrow. Shes not only a good girl but also a
  delightful acquisition to Chambers, eh Alfred?


  The clerk gave his senior member of Chambers a look of faint disapproval but refrained from comment, and Christopher Henham, who knew that he still regarded the presence of females in Chambers
  as a dangerous innovation, went on, Lets see, whats the time now? He looked at the travelling-clock on the mantelpiece, snug and warm in its leather case. Twenty
  to six. Well, Im off in a minute or so, Alfred. Anything else?


  No, sir. He paused and then said, Im sorry Sir Gethin gave you such a rough ride in court to-day. One doesnt like to see that sort of thing coming from an old
  member of these Chambers.


  Probably indigestion, said Christopher Henham lightly. Alfred Exley shook his head sadly and departed. When he had gone, Christopher Henham walked over to the mantelpiece and gazed
  thoughtfully at the photographs of two women, one at each end. On the left was the first Mrs. Henham and on the right was the present one. It had struck many as a little odd, if not downright
  tasteless, that he should display photographs of both his wives. But Celia, bless her, certainly didnt mind; and it wasnt as if hed left Zena to marry Celia. Zena had died and
  then he had married Celia  four months later. Unhappily tongues are always ready to wag and there had been a good deal of malicious gossip about the fortuitous timing of Zenas death.
  There was a knock on the door and Maureen came in.


  Mr. Exley says youve dictated that opinion, Mr. Henham. I can get on with typing it straight away.


  Well done. Here it is. He handed her a brown, wafer-thin record and gave her hand a fleeting caress with his own as he did so.


  Isnt it Mr. Lawfords cocktail-party tonight? she asked eyeing the invitation on the mantelpiece.


  Yes and I dont much want to go.


  But wont Godfrey Luce be there?


  Thats the reason Im not keen on going.


  Maureen looked surprised and clearly regarded his lack of enthusiasm for meeting so renowned an actor as Godfrey Luce as something approaching lse-majest. He continued,
  Its not a good thing to meet ones lay clients socially before trial, and after trial  Well, after trial theyre either so overcome with pleasure at the result that
  they allow themselves to be borne away by an army of congratulating friends never to be seen again, or else they go off utterly depressed and discouraged by defeat, unshakably determined never to
  set eyes again on their unsuccessful advocate. In the latter case they sometimes manage to derive slight comfort from the knowledge that they never thought very highly of his ability in the first
  place. Maureen gave him an amused but disbelieving smile and he went on, The divorce action of Luce, husband, against Luce, wife, is going to be a full-scale Roman circus when it
  starts and until then, if not for all time, my interest in it is purely professional.


  But you must go to Mr. Lawfords party. I know Id love to anyway, she said wistfully.


  I wish we could go together. As it is Ill probably look in for a short while and slip away as soon as I decently can.


  But doesnt your wife object if you do that? Maureen asked with more curiosity than tact.


  Oh, Celia will be all right. She knows the position and has arranged for her ex-husband to escort her. He very conveniently arrived back from East Africa three days ago, he said
  with a wry smile.


  Maureen blushed and felt confused by this bald statement of intimate fact which her question had provoked and Christopher Henham went on, And I have no doubt that my stepson will also be
  there to look after his mother.


  Yes, he told me he was going.


  Did he? It was Christopher Henhams turn to be taken by surprise. Robin told you?


  Maureen nodded and managed to make it clear that she was not proposing to elucidate how Robin King-Selman came to inform her of his social engagements.


  The telephone rang and he picked up the receiver to hear Alfred Exleys voice speaking from the switchboard in the clerks office.


  Lady Riley would like to speak to you, sir. Shall I put her through?


  Yes, do. He motioned Maureen to leave and she did so. Hello, Helen, how are you, my dear?


  In the clerks office Alfred Exley put down the receiver and switched himself off from their conversation as Maureen came in. He appeared to be lost in deep contemplation and shook his
  head sadly.
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