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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


  JULIAN PRENTICE reached prison in three easy stages. On Friday, the fourteenth of March he stole the car. Three days later he
  pleaded guilty at Wenley Magistrates Court and three weeks to the day after that he was given nine months imprisonment by the learned Recorder of Wenley to whose court of Quarter
  Sessions he had been committed to receive sentence.


  Each stage had occupied a minimum of time or fuss and Prentice had been numbed into disbelief by the cruel mischances of fate that had not merely dogged his footsteps but, as it now appeared,
  had walked hand in hand with him and led the way.


  As he sat in the black van rattling back to Wenley Prison, slouched forward and holding his head in his hands, he gloomily reflected that the final stage was over and that only months of dreary,
  embittering routine lay ahead. If he had cared to think back further hed have realized that his present plight was but another inevitable milestone in his lifes inglorious and
  downward march. Born of respectable parents and brought up in a decent home, he had stolen from his nurses handbag at the age of six, forged his fathers signature on a cheque at
  fourteen, been expelled from his eminent public school for theft two years later and first gone to prison when twenty-three. And that was nearly twenty years ago.


  He glared savagely at the floor between his feet and let out a contemptuous snort as the gay colours of his old school tie caught his eye. A fat lot of good wearing that had done him. It had
  definitely turned out to be one of Augustus Jasons less bright bits of advice. The prison van was slowing down and he knew that in a few moments it would pass through the hideously
  castellated entrance and deposit him without interest on the conveyor-belt of prison life. The van stopped and he heard the driver talking. Then the gate was opened and the van moved forward with a
  violent jolt so that he was thrown heavily against the side of his mobile cell. He swore softly but soundly, not so much at the driver as at all those who had had a part in the chain of events
  which had terminated in his present predicament.


  Come on, out you get, said a brisk but not unfriendly voice.


  Prentice got up and, out of habit, carefully brushed the dandruff off his shoulders, though he had no conscious thought of attempting to propitiate the prison reception committee by making
  himself more presentable. Revenge not propitiation was uppermost in his mind at that moment.


  Come on, you there. Get a move on, said the voice sharply. He stumbled out into the sunlit yard and gazed with mixed ill-humour and fear at the high wall which now lay between him
  and life.


  Final stage be damned, he thought savagely. Come October and release and theyd soon find out whether all had been forgotten and forgiven. Till then he must bide his time, even though each
  minute of every hour would be a reminder. No question here of time being the great healer. He shook himself. Well, at least it was going to be summer and living conditions would be better than had
  been those at his first boarding school; not that that was saying very much.


  So, with a head full of thoughts which bode no one well, he stepped out of the sunlight and into the shadow of the stark building whose monolithic silence gave no hint of the countless teeming
  and distorted minds it housed.


  Augustus Jason, solicitor, strolled back to his office from court, thoughtfully enjoying the genial sunshine. He said good afternoon to a police constable who was
  standing by the traffic lights in the main street, but was not surprised to receive no answering greeting. In fact the reverse would have been the case since it was an unwritten rule amongst the
  Wenley Borough Police to ignore him except when duty required otherwise. Jason knew this and felt in no way slighted by the snub; on the contrary rather pleasure that his person was able to arouse
  such strong feelings in the guardians of the law. He was fortified in the knowledge that it was invariably the police who came off second best in their frequent encounters and that several times
  when it had been the other way round, they had found their victories to have been distinctly Pyrrhic in the light of after-events.


  Slowly he climbed the narrow staircase which led to the cool and dingy offices which his firm occupied. He stopped before the glazed door which bore the inscription AUGUSTUS JASON &
  CO., Solicitors and Commissioners for Oaths and tilted his battered, grease-stained hat on to the back of his head. The stairs were becoming a nuisance in that they were a constant reminder
  that he was not getting any younger. Though he had been in practice on his own in Wenley for some thirty-five years, he was only just sixty; and sixty, he quickly reminded himself, wasnt old
  by present-day standards. And now Claudia had qualified and joined him, and a dream had come true.


  Walking past the deserted inquiry desk, he stopped for a moment outside his daughters office, his fingers resting lightly on the door-handle. Then he quietly went in. Claudia Jason, of
  whom it had been said that she was as popular and attractive as her father was the reverse, was staring out of the window with her thoughts a thousand miles away. She started as the door shut with
  a click.


  Sorry if I made you jump, Sweetie, Jason said.


  I didnt expect you back so soon, she replied, as if shed been caught in some guilty act. How did it go? The usual bind over?


  Alas for Julian, no. Nine months.


  Good gracious, Claudia said in a not displeased voice, what went wrong?


  I cant imagine. It was the fifth case in the list. The first four got the standard avuncular scolding. You know the theme: this way lies perdition and destruction, etc., but
  because I believe theres some good in you, Im going to give you another chance; Im going to bind you over to be of good behaviour, etc.


  The silly old fools voice absolutely throbbed with mawkish sentiment as four villains followed each other into the dock. The various expressions of contrition they put on were so
  spurious that no one other than our own learned Recorder could possibly have been taken in by them.


  Well, thank heaven, Prentice didnt get away with it too, Claudia said firmly and went on, quite honestly, Im delighted that hes gone to prison.
  Thats where he deserves to be.


  Tut, my dear, thats no way to speak of a cherished client.


  Cherished client, my foot. Hes nothing but a plausible rogue and weve got too many such clients. Clients, indeed, she added disdainfully.


  Ive never pretended to have a so-called high-class practice but, by heaven, its a prosperous one, her father said with a touch of acerbity in his tone. People
  dont have to show me their family trees before Ill take them on as clients. All Im interested in is their money.


  Yes, nasty, greasy pound notes with an elastic band round them, she replied in a tone of disgust.


  For a moment Augustus Jason studied his daughter thoughtfully. The quality of his practice was always a potential source of friction between them. Claudia had only recently qualified as a
  solicitor and he supposed it was natural that she should still be filled with starry-eyed idealism about the ethics and integrity of their profession. Furthermore, having served her articles with
  another firm, she had had no intimate knowledge of her fathers practice until she had arrived just under a year ago as his junior partner  the first partner that hed had in
  thirty-five years.


  This, however, was by no means the first time that she had registered her disapproval of the class of practice which for so long he had conducted with great success and profit and which had made
  him a host of implacable enemies, not least the Wenley police from whose grasp he frequently managed to rescue slippery wrongdoers. The fact was that their difference in professional outlook was
  profound. He interpreted the solicitors code of ethics with extreme elasticity and, provided there was sufficient reward in terms of hard cash, was not averse to conduct which most members
  of the profession, including his daughter, would not countenance and which, if discovered, would certainly give the Disciplinary Committee of the Law Society something to think about.


  Natures gifts had combined with experience to make him an able lawyer and a hard man. But like many hard men, he had an Achilles heel. In his case it was Claudia. She alone was able to
  evoke in him the tenderer human sentiments; all his other relationships being governed by expediency.


  He smiled at her and gently stroked his ragged moustache which was stained yellow in the centre and often, it seemed, in danger of being set alight by the fractional cigarette end that peeped
  eternally from between his lips. His rheumy and rather repelling eyes softened behind the veil of cigarette smoke which drifted upwards.


  Dont lets quarrel about it, Sweetie. One day youll realize perhaps that just as it takes all sorts to make a world, so must there be solicitors to cater for every
  class of client, including the Julian Prentices and other small-time crooks of this life.


  Claudia turned away and looked out of the window. Then suddenly she switched round and faced her father again, her cheeks glowing with all the beauty of a ripe peach.


  But why did you have to appear for Prentice on this of all occasions? Dont you realize how awful it looked? Hes charged with stealing my car and you defend him.


  But, Sweetie, you know I wouldnt have dreamt of representing him if a plea of guilty hadnt been inevitable from the very outset. There was never any possibility of my having
  to cross-examine you or question your evidence. And anyway what did the latter amount to? Simply that youd left your car outside the office here, unlocked and with the ignition key in, and
  that Prentice had no authority to take it. He paused and added, It was incontestable on any view of the case.


  Maybe, but it was your doing that he pleaded not guilty to stealing but guilty only to the minor charge, she said, refusing to withdraw her accusation. The charge to which she
  referred and to which Prentice had pleaded guilty was one of taking and driving away a car without the owners consent contrary to Section 28 of the Road Traffic Act 1930.


  But, of course, he never stole the car. There wasnt the slightest evidence of any intent permanently to deprive you of its ownership. It was a pure case of joy-riding. On the other
  hand he had no answer to the Road Traffic Act charge. He didnt add and mores the pity though this was how he felt about all his court cases which resulted in
  pleas of guilty and thereby deprived him of one of his favourite pursuits, namely attacking police evidence.


  Claudia looked primly severe and said, I should have thought that there was a clear inference to support the stealing charge, but theres no point in our arguing about it any
  further. All I repeat is that Im very glad hes been sent to prison and that in the circumstances I dont think you showed great taste in defending him, even if he is a
  cherished client. Then foolishly she added, Particularly as hes done it before: taken someones car without their permission, I mean.


  But no charge was ever preferred against him on that occasion, Jason said quickly.


  Presumably only because he had too much of a hold over Tom Notley, she retorted.


  He eyed her with cool appraisal and then said quietly, Dont forget that one of the first requirements of our trade is discretion and a careful tongue.


  Tossing her head crossly at the rebuke to which she had exposed herself and showing exaggerated interest in the papers on her desk she said:


  If youll now excuse me, I must get on with that Leadbetter conveyance.


  A few moments later her father left her office and Claudia sighed heavily. She was genuinely fond of him and loyal to him too, though heaven knew how difficult that was at times when the whole
  of Wenley knew him as The Shady Solicitor.


  Paper?


  Stanley Irwin Potts, J.P., Borough Councillor and late Major R.A.S.C., held out the Wenley Evening Post to his wife, Eileen, who was turning the pages of the Parish Magazine
  without interest as he came into the room.


  I think youll find it better than what youve got there, he went on as he sat down in his chair before which was placed his customary tray of tea. Nursing the enormous
  mug which he always used, he watched her intently as she glanced at the front page.


  It was exactly a quarter to six, the hour at which he was wont to arrive home with the precision of clockwork and the scene was a routine one in their lives. Routine, however, only on the
  surface for recent months had seen their lives inexorably transformed until it was this element of routine which alone gave them any semblance of normality and held things precariously
  together.


  Youll see that Prentice got nine months, he said after a long pause.


  Eileen stiffened and fiddled nervously with her spectacles.


  Oh, did he? She managed to make her tone sound casual.


  Its about a quarter of what he deserved. Anyone other than our Recorder would have given him a proper sentence.


  I dont know why your Justices didnt deal with the case themselves in the first place, seeing that youre all always so dissatisfied with the Recorders
  sentences.


  Because, quite rightly, they didnt consider their powers of punishment sufficient.


  Rather ironical then that they might have given him more than the Recorder, Eileen said in a deliberately irritating tone.


  Thats where youre wrong, her husband said smugly. Six months was the Statutory maximum a Magistrates Court could have inflicted in the case. He
  had recently been appointed deputy Chairman of the Wenley Borough Justices and took his judicial duties very seriously and always enjoyed trotting out small tit-bits of legal knowledge. The
  fellow has been a pest in this town for too long and its high time he was put behind bars for a substantial period.


  Anyone would think you had a personal vendetta against him the way you carry on, Eileen said, and immediately regretted having spoken.


  Hes an associate of Notleys. Isnt that sufficient? Potts said fiercely. She looked away and the colour mounted in her cheeks. Well, isnt
  it? he persisted.


  Surely we neednt go into that all over again? she said evenly.


  No? Not even when its a case of ones wife carrying on with a garage proprietor for all the town to see. Why, only two days ago at a council meeting. . . .


  Stop picking a quarrel, she broke in sharply. I wont sit here and be talked at like that. One day youll say one word too many and. . . .


  Oh, so now youre starting to allocate the blame in advance. . . .


  Stanley, Im telling you . . . she said quietly but in a tone full of meaning. She got up and for a few moments they stared at each other in silence: he baleful and she
  warning against further recrimination. She was tall and thin and her bespectacled schoolmistressish face was mild and impassive as she looked at her husband who sat forward on the edge of his chair
  as if preparing for a leap across the room. She still had the evening paper in her hand and carefully folded it before speaking again.


  Have you a meeting tonight? she asked.


  He nodded curtly. The General Purposes Sub-Committee.


  There was scarcely an evening when he didnt have a meeting and there never had been a more assiduous committee member in the whole of Wenley. If he managed to get adopted as a
  parliamentary candidate, which was his current ambition, someone would have to put more than seven days into a week for him.


  Eileen sighed and turned towards the door. As she walked across the room she could feel his eyes burning into her back and trying to read her thoughts. She was half-way through the door, when he
  spoke.


  Im sorry, darling. Truly sorry that I spoke as I did just now. He shrugged his shoulders in a gesture of helplessness. I know how mean of me it was: how much I have
  to be grateful to you for. At this point he waved a vague hand round the comfortably furnished room and continued, I promise Ill try and keep my side of the bargain in
  future.


  Eileens expression plainly conveyed her intention of reserving judgment on the good faith of his protestation. She gave him a faintly quizzical smile and a moment later had left the
  room.


  Councillor Potts, or Major Irwin Potts as he preferred to be known, thoughtfully nibbled the top of his thumb and frowned heavily at the patterned Aubusson carpet.


  Tom Notley viciously crumpled the Wenley Evening Post into an untidy ball and hurled it into a corner of his tiny office. Next he removed his feet from the desk, reached
  for the telephone and dialled a number. As he did so he leant back and slammed the door, not so much to exclude the hideous noises from the workshop which reverberated round the whole garage as to
  ensure that his conversation would not be overheard.


  Small though his office was, it had cost him a lot of money to have it made sound-, fire- and burglar-proof; most garage offices being the reverse of these things.


  While he waited for the phone to be answered, he doodled busily on his blotter and several times shook the receiver impatiently. When at last a languid female voice came down the line, he spoke
  briskly.


  Oh youve decided to answer at last, have you? I want to speak to Mr. Jason . . . Mr. Notley. . . . There followed a series of clicks and whirrings and then Augustus Jason
  came on the line. Where the hell have you been, Gus? Ive been trying to get you this last hour. Anyway, what the hell went wrong? I thought you told me he was certain to be bound over
  or whatever you call it.


  I thought he was, but for once the Recorder broke form and sent someone to prison.


  Too bad it had to be our Julian, if you know what I mean. Was he very sore about it?


  He was certainly a bit stunned and may, I suspect, feel a little sore when he comes round, replied Jason dryly.


  Im not surprised. I suppose I shall have to see what I can do for him. It wasnt by any chance a case of your not having your heart in the job, Gus? It being your
  daughters car and all that?


  Thats a most unworthy suggestion. You know I always do my best for my clients.


  Mmm, Notley said non-committally. When does he get out?


  In six months time if he earns full remission.


  I suppose that bastard Potts put a spoke in his wheel.


  I dont follow you, said Jason with a note of caution in his voice.


  Nobbled the Recorder I mean. Probably the beaks would have dealt with it if he hadnt got at them too. Did he give evidence to-day?


  Since Julian pleaded guilty, no one apart from the police has given evidence at any stage. I explained that to you the other day.


  Maybe you did, but I wouldnt put it past that so and so to get in an extra jab if given half a chance.


  Augustus Jason pondered this in silence for a moment or two and then said gently, It was bad luck his being recognized by Potts and only because he had to brake to avoid those Boy
  Scouts.


  Yes, wasnt it? retorted Notley, elaborating his doodle with a sudden flourish. Did his previous convictions come out?


  Of course they did. It was on account of them that the Justices considered their powers inadequate and sent him forward for sentence.


  I dont see that they were so bad. His previous convictions, I mean.


  No, they werent. Just a few minor peculations.


  Plus that one for peddling dirty books.


  Yes, there was also that, agreed Jason easily.


  Maybe the Recorder didnt like the colours of his old school tie, said Notley unkindly and then quickly continued before Jason had time to offer any comment, O.K.,
  Gus. Its a pity but I gather theres nothing more to be done. At any rate I must think about it. By the way I want to come round and see you tomorrow about something else.
  O.K.?


  It appeared that it was and their conversation finished. Notley got up from his chair, deftly opened the wall safe and tossed a small pocket diary into the back of it. Then he carefully relocked
  it and stepped out of his office into the main part of NOTLEYS GARAGE (WENLEY) LTD.


  Thirty miles away in a neighbouring county, Dominic Trevane, an amiable young man in his mid-twenties, sat flopped in a chair with one leg swinging over the arm.


  Being a pleasantly ordinary person ungifted with any psychic or prescient powers his eye did no more than skim casually over the paragraph describing Julian Prentices appearance that day
  at Wenley Borough Quarter Sessions. He yawned contentedly and quickly turned to more interesting news on the sports page.


  Later he didnt even recall having read the account. Not that it made any difference to events either way.
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