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  Michael Underwood 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


  YOU DONT look a bit like a barrister. I just cant picture you in a wig.

  Elsie Dunns tone was more puzzled than
  disappointed. The scene of her reproach was the refreshment room of St. Pancras Station on a warm, wet Sunday evening in June: its object Adam Cape, aged twenty-five, single and
  barrister-at-law.


  As the girl spoke, she fixed Adam with a nervous eager gaze which caused him to look quickly elsewhere, first at the brown pools of spilt tea on the table between them and then at his shoes
  whose lack of shine seemed in keeping with his present mood.


  Shall I be seeing you again? she asked anxiously.


  I hope not, Adam would have replied if this hadnt sounded unkind. The week-end had not been a success and now he was waiting only to see
  her train steam out before writing finis to the whole short-lived episode.


  Who knows! he said unsatisfactorily, with the sad, dreamy smile behind which he took refuge at such moments; moments, that is, of being pressed by girl-friends for a declaration of
  devotion.


  No, the week-end had been a bore, and the irony of it was that it had been Saras pressing invitation to go and spend it with her people in Norfolk which had made him invent a distant cousin
  just arrived from the West Indies whom he must stay in town and be nice to.


  He liked Sara a lot and enjoyed going out with her, but recently she had begun to display proprietorial airs which he had felt must be resisted.


  He looked at his watch. Wed better go, Elsie  he winced as he spoke her name  trains are apt to get packed on Sunday evenings and you dont want to have to stand all the way, do
  you?


  Aware that the girl was watching him closely, almost as if she was determined to memorize every pore of his skin, he got up, seized her bag and led the way out.


  He had hoped that she would suggest his leaving once shed found a seat on the train, but it was soon apparent that nothing was further from her mind.


  For twenty minutes they stood making pointless conversation until finally the guard blew his whistle.


  I have enjoyed myself, Adam, she said feverishly as she leant towards him through the carriage window.


  Im so glad. So have I. He could afford to be magnanimous now that the train was actually moving.


  You werent offended at my saying that about your not looking like a barrister?


  Of course not. He fixed a smile on his face. Bye. Have a good journey.


  Adam waved while he counted up to three, then turned and walked rapidly down the platform. Elsie Dunn was at last safely on her way back to Leicester, and it certainly wouldnt be his invitation
  which would bring her to London again. But thats what came of inviting out girls on the strength of a pair of shapely legs but a less than short acquaintance.


  Almost the only perceptive thing she had said the whole week-end had been her remark about his not looking like a barrister. For not only did he not bear any resemblance to Elsies imagined
  picture of one, but he didnt even look like the genuine standard article to be seen and heard around the courts.


  Indeed, Adam frequently wondered how he had come to embrace the Bar as a profession, since he felt that he lacked most of the requisite qualities for success. But whenever he pointed this out
  across five thousand miles of water to his parents in Barbados, he was invariably reminded how his uncle, who had been a famous Q.C. but was now dead, had said precisely the same thing to his
  parents thirty years before.


  Do stick at it a bit longer, darling, his mother had written in her last letter. Its such a fine profession and were so keen you should succeed and quite certain that you will if only you
  keep going. I can so well remember your Uncle Godfrey being in despair at ever getting started and look where he finished up  in a premature grave, Adam had reflected sardonically 
  Im sure the briefs will come tumbling in once people have had a chance to see you in court. I enclose a cheque for 50 as a small douceur . . . .


  Adam had read the letter, sighed and gone out to cash the cheque.


  The clock in the main hall of St. Pancras showed twenty minutes past six as he passed through on his way out of the station. The very hour, he reflected, that Saras train would be arriving at
  Liverpool Street, which meant that in about half an hours time she would almost certainly be ringing him.


  He decided, nevertheless, that before returning to his room in Kensington he must go for a swim. For Adam, swimming was an elixir. It refreshed his body and revived his spirit. Having been
  brought up in the West Indies, he had learnt to swim as soon as he could walk.


  Ello, Mr. Cape, the grizzled attendant at the baths greeted him, showing the respect due to his most regular and proficient customer. Not wet enough for you outside, isnt it  going
  to ave a swim? He handed Adam a key to a locker, and a few minutes later was watching with silent pleasure the short powerful legs and slim arms driving the lithe body through the smooth satin
  water.


  Adam did four lengths without a pause, then clambered out and shaking himself like a dog accepted the towel which the attendant handed him.


  I had a body like yours once, Mr. Cape, he said in a half wistful tone as Adam ran a hand through his tousled hair.


  Adam laughed. Five feet six of skin and bone.


  Wish I had muscles like yours now, the attendant went on, gazing at Adams midriff. Ever do any boxing?


  A bit at school. I must go and get dressed, George. Get us another dry towel.


  Ten minutes later with the feeling of elation a swim always brought him, Adam emerged into the rain and caught a bus back to Kensington.


  Your young ladys been ringing you, Mr. Cape, said Miss Brown, his landlady, as he was about to climb the stairs to his room. I told her I didnt know when youd be back and she said would
  you call her when you get in.


  Thanks, Miss B.


  Youre welcome, Mr. Cape.


  Since Miss Browns phone was situated where her tenants could listen to one anothers calls with the minimum of inconvenience, Adam usually chose to go to a public call-box round the corner from
  where he lived.


  Without going up to his room, he now turned about and left the house. Sara, who shared a flat in Chelsea with two other girls, answered immediately.


  Hello, Sara, its Adam. Miss B. says youve been ringing. As he spoke he wriggled himself into a comfortable position inside the call-box in preparation for a lengthy siege.


  I looked out for you at Liverpool Street but I suppose you couldnt make it, Sara said. How was your cousin?


  Dim. But shes gone now.


  Gone! I thought shed come over for several months.


  I mean shes left London. Shes training to be a nurse or something at Leicester.


  Why Leicester?


  Whats wrong with Leicester?


  It seems a funny place to come all the way from the West Indies to go to.


  Well, thats where shes gone, Adam replied firmly.


  Did you have a very dull week-end with her?


  Very.


  Poor sweet! But I think it was terribly noble of you to stay in town and look after her.


  Oh well, you know how it is with family . . . Adam said uncomfortably and decided it was time to steer the conversation into less perilous channels before Saras questions became more awkward
  or her sympathy too embarrassing.


  He gave a little shiver as he suddenly pictured her finding out that the cousin from the West Indies was none other than Elsie Dunn of Leicester whom he had invited to town for the week-end on
  the strength of having met her casually in a bar a few weeks before. The fact that Elsie had been a bore, that not even her legs had been as good as he remembered them, and that the week-end had
  been a dreary failure from beginning to end could scarcely be claimed in his favour.


  A quarter of an hour later, however, when he rang off, Adam had again reached the point of thinking that it would be rather nice if he were to be married to Sara. As he walked back to his room,
  he pondered the prospect further, and continued doing so as he lay on his bed smoking a cigarette.


  Well, maybe one day he would ask her to marry him. Meanwhile, however, he supposed that he had to make his way in the law.


  At the thought of chambers the next day, his heart sank a little. The brotherhood of the law, like the public school system, required that you should be a conformer in order to make life
  tolerable. But though Adam was sure he was a normal, friendly young man, he knew that he was not a conformer.


  With a sigh, he rolled off the bed, undressed and a few minutes later was fast asleep.
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