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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


  WALTER cant understand why the government doesnt do something about it!


  Charles Ashmore blinked and assumed a cautious expression. He hadnt the faintest idea what it was the government were failing to do to Walter Quigleys satisfaction. But then his
  senior partner was one of those people to whom the shortcomings of others were a manifold source of criticism.


  Charles glanced down the table to where Walter Quigley, distinguished in appearance and, at this hour of the evening, relatively mellow, was holding forth on the need for firmer action against
  what he called the nations disruptive cliques. The recipient of his views, the wife of Charles Ashmores doctor, wore an attentive, albeit slightly glazed, expression.


  He forced his attention back to Celia Quigley who was sitting in the place of guest of honour on his right. He thought her a quite astonishingly silly woman whose conversation seemed largely to
  consist of repeating her husbands prejudices. How Walter, who was anything but stupid, could ever have come to take her as his third wife would remain a mystery! Particularly after seeing
  his first two marriages end in the Divorce Court. But certain men of Walter Quigleys agehe would be sixty-five next birthdaywere prone to behave ridiculously when it came to
  women. Presumably, because their glands refused to grow old with the rest of their bodily tissue. But, so far as Charles was concerned, there had been an alarming malfunction of his senior
  partners glands to have induced him to marry Celia, who was thirty years his junior and resembled a carp.


  Walter says the firm has never worked harder for less profit than nowadays, she said, dashing a spot of lemon souffl from her chin.


  The overheads have certainly increased enormously, Charles agreed, but I dont think I have any personal cause for complaint. And nor does Walter, he felt like
  adding, seeing that he now comes in only three days a week and continues to take a lions share of the profits. Not that he begrudged him this. After all Quigley, Smith and Co. had been
  founded by Walters grandfather and Walter was the third generation senior partner. It was just that he, Charles, always found it embarrassing to affect near poverty when he had a comfortable
  house in Knightsbridge and a cottage in Sussex, with staff at both establishments.


  Of course, youre a wealthy widower with your children off your hands, Celia Quigley said with a note of faint resentment. Its different for us.


  Charles made a vague cest la guerre gesture. He was aware of Walters alimony commitments, though he also knew him to be still extremely comfortably
  off.


  His gaze went round the table again. This was definitely not being one of his more successful dinner parties and the fault lay with the Quigleys. Walter discoursed rather than conversed and he
  doubted whether Celia had ever made an original remark in her life. Having them really was rather tough on other guests.


  Walter tells me youre not enjoying spending your days at the Old Bailey.


  No, Im not. I feel like a fish out of water in that place. Thank heaven, its only once in a decade that any of our clients fall foul of the criminal law. And the present
  case is, of course, particularly worrying.


  I think its rather exciting the firm having a spy for a client!


  Charles frowned. You really oughtnt to say things like that, Celia. I mean about Evelyn Ragnold being a spy. The trial is still on and if hes acquitted then youre
  guilty of a gross slander.


  Celia Quigley looked amused. Youre just like Walter, youre both so discreet.


  Charles faint surprise at her husbands apparent sense of discretion was removed as she went on, I usually have to prise the juicy bits of scandal out of him! Anyway, I
  dont imagine theres any doubt that Major Ragnold did pass information to the Russians, is there? Whatever the jury say!


  Charles shrugged, at the same time willing the man on Celia Quigleys other side to relieve him of her conversation. And in some miraculous way it actually happened.


  The last subject he wanted to discuss at dinner was the Ragnold case and the last person with whom he would ever wish to discuss it, anyway, was Celia Quigley.


  As he had said, the case was worrying and he also found it extremely distasteful. Had Sir Wilfred Ragnold, who had been his client for years, not pleaded with him so fervently to look after his
  sons defence, he would have declined on the perfectly reasonable ground that it was too far removed from their normal run of work and that his interests would be better looked after by a
  firm versed in criminal work. It was one thing to defend their clients on motoring charges, though even this was not a very frequent occurrence, but it was quite another to undertake the defence in
  a State trial of such grave proportions. For there was no doubt that if Evelyn Ragnold was convicted, he would probably be sent to prison for the maximum fourteen years.


  Briefly, the allegation against him was that, while working in the Ministry of Defence, he had passed to the Russians details of NATO contingency plans. He had done this, it was said by the
  prosecution, as a result of contacts made when he served as assistant military attach in Moscow two years previously. It was hinted by the prosecution that hed become compromised
  while there and was subsequently acting under blackmail.


  The trial had been going three days and was likely to last another week, but Charles felt as if the case had been overshadowing his life for much longer. As indeed it had, for Ragnold had been
  arrested three months ago. The hearing before the magistrate had been a month later and now the trial had just begun at the Old Bailey. Both sides had wanted the matter disposed of as quickly as
  possible and, because also of its national importance, this had led to the machinery whirring into action, as it still could when the will was there and the public interest was sufficient.


  Charles had briefed an eminent silk and a scarcely less eminent junior at the outset and had instructed both to appear at the Magistrates Court, though the proceedings there had been
  little more than a formality.


  Defending the son of an old friend and client on such a chargeone could hardly think of one more opprobrious for an army officer to facewas distasteful enough, but when you added
  to that the atmosphere of hostile suspicion which enveloped the whole case, the burden became well nigh intolerable.


  It was one thing to be aware that your country supported a security service, it was another to find yourself personally embroiled to the extent that your professional and private life was fully,
  if discreetly, probed and picked over, your movements surreptitiously watched and your telephone tapped. Charles had no evidence of the last matter, but a sixth sense told him that it was so.


  And all because he, a most respectable solicitor in a most respectable firm, was defending someone who was accused of being a traitor to his country. Of course, hed always known it
  happened in a general sense, but it was very different when it was happening to you personally. Very different indeed!


  He had wondered once or twice whether he was being made the subject of extra special attention on Sarahs account. Sarah, his daughter, had spent a couple of years in the Foreign Office
  not long after she left school. It had been one of those hush-hush branches into which the so-called right types of girl are recruited as secretaries.


  By birth and education, Sarah might have qualified, but her personality soon revealed her to be a misfit. And worse, an irreverent misfit. She had been declared unsuited for the work and had
  departed with relief on all sides. Since then she had worked in a small publishers office to her own fulfilment and to the apparent satisfaction of her employer. For a time she had lived
  with her father, but now she shared a flat with two other girls, and was liable to drop in on him without warning once or twice a week.


  Could it be, he had had occasion to wonder recently, Sarah had raised such question marks by her conduct in the Foreign Office that her family had become suspect? But suspect of what? It all
  seemed ludicrous and quite inconceivable, though Charles knew enough to be aware that nothing was regarded as being inconceivable in the twilight world of spying and counter-spying. Nevertheless,
  he still doubted whether the polite but distant manner in which he was treated by those who had prepared the case against Evelyn Ragnold flowed from anything to do with Sarah.


  But it was all very different from the cosy, if contentious, realm of civil law in which he was most at home.


  The meal came to an end and they adjourned to the upstairs drawing-room where coffee and liqueurs were waiting. Having done his duty by having Celia Quigley next to him at dinner, Charles had no
  compunction in sitting himself next to someone else for the final stage of the evening.


  He had barely sat down, however, when the telephone began to ring. A minute or two later, Burden, the husband of the married couple who looked after him, appeared at the door.


  A gentleman wishes to speak to you, sir. He didnt give his name.


  Charles made a face, excused himself and went out of the room.


  I told him you had guests, sir, but he said it was very urgent.


  Ill take the call in my bedroom, Charles said and ran upstairs. But when he lifted the receiver, it was only to hear the dialling tone.


  Puzzled he returned to the drawing-room to find Burden still hovering on the landing.


  Whoever it was had already rung off, he said.


  I meant to tell you, sir, he was speaking from a call-box.


  Charles frowned. He wondered who on earth could be phoning him from a public call-box at half past ten at night. It was most unusual. All his friends had telephones of their own. It could only
  mean a wrong number (admittedly, that was common enough), a crank or someone in trouble.


  It was definitely a man, was it? he asked, Sarah coming to mind as the most likely person to call him in trouble.


  Yes, sir. A foreign gentleman by the sound of his voice.


  To Burden, who had once been a fully-fledged butler in a ducal home, all males were either gentlemen or just men according to an esoteric yardstick which Charles had never attempted to
  understand.


  Most probably it was a wrong number, he said. He didnt actually ask for me by name, did he?


  Yes, sir.


  Then it wouldnt have been a wrong number! Anyway, if its really urgent, hell call back. The fact that he hasnt done so already seems to indicate the
  contrary. Despite his words, however, he was puzzled. If the phone rings again, Ill answer it myself.


  Very good, sir.


  He rejoined his guests, but was relieved when forty-five minutes later the first couple rose to go. Another couple also got up and he saw them out. He hoped that Walter Quigley and his wife
  wouldnt stay much longer. They always were the last to leave, Walter apparently feeling it his duty to pass final judgement on the evening in the absence of his fellow guests.


  Excellent dinner, he said as Charles re-entered the room. Interesting company, too. Its such a rarity to find good conversation these days. That Mrs. Fieldhouse was
  avid to hear my views on judicial reform. Gather she sits as a J.P. on some country bench. He cast a doting glance at his wife. Well, poppet, its time we were off, too. Leave
  Charles to get his beauty sleep for another day at the Old Bailey.


  He only goes because he wants to, hed send one of the clerks otherwise, Celia Quigley said with a sly smile.


  Thats where youre wrong, poppet. In fact thats the difference between a firm such as ours and a lot of these firms that do nothing but criminal cases and have clerks
  flying around the Courts scarcely knowing a damn thing about any of their cases. Its always been a rule in Quigley, Smith that counsel has the benefit of being instructed by a qualified
  person, more often than not by a partner.


  Charles nodded. It was your father who taught me that when I first joined the firm, Walter.


  They reached the front door.


  By the way, Walter said smoothly, I shant be in the office tomorrow, Charles. Celia wants me to take her down to Brighton for the day.


  Have a nice time.


  He was in the act of closing the door behind the departing guests when the telephone began to ring. The nearest instrument was on the hall table, but something compelled him to dash up to his
  bedroom to take the call.


  His hand was trembling slightly as he lifted the receiver.


  Hello. His tone was wary.


  Immediately he heard the succession of hectic pips indicating that his caller was in a public kiosk. They stopped abruptly, there was a click and a voice said urgently:


  Charles. This is Kurt. Kurt Menke. I need your help quickly, Charles. Theyre chasing me now. If they find me, they will kill me.
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