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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


  Just occasionally London presents a splendidly washed appearance. It always follows a period of heavy rain and high winds and lasts only a few hours. Then the diesel fumes and
  the smoke reassert themselves and a gauze of smog once more settles over the Metropolis. This pearl of a moment is best caught in the early evening when the lights have come on and dance in
  reflection across every shining pavement and up every glistening wall, and when, too, the tops of the buildings stand silhouetted against the subdued glow of the skys perimeter.


  Such an evening was Friday, March 4th, and though Joseph Berg had other, and more anxious, matters to occupy his mind, he paused to take brief notice of its beauty. If anyone had happened to be
  with him, he would most probably have commented on the citys feat in managing to look, and above all to smell, clean.


  The street in which he had parked was off the Fulham Road and about a quarter of a mile from his destination. It had been impressed upon him that he shouldnt leave the car any closer than
  this. He carefully locked the drivers door and walked round trying the others. Then, because he was nervous, he went round and tried them a second time. The street was lined on both sides by
  an assortment of ageing vehicles, some of them covered over with protective sheets and looking like ill-wrapped parcels which gave his 1963 Jaguar the appearance of being on a slumming
  expedition.


  Though he wasnt cold, Berg turned up his mackintosh collar and withdrew his head like a wary tortoise. He was a short, dark man of unmemorable appearance in his early forties, but his
  nervousness made him feel nakedly conspicuous. He wished, not for the first time, that he had never got drawn into these crazy cloak and dagger activities. They caused great personal inconvenience
  and, worse, considerable nervous strain. The trouble was that, having once weakly consented to play a minor role, it had become almost impossible to back out. Not, in his case, because of any
  threat of blackmail, but because of the blatant appeal to loyalty, with the subtle, unfair suggestion that his philosophy was no better than the Im-all-right-Jack variety whenever he had
  demurred and asked them to find someone else to run their errands.


  As he walked away from the car, the briskness of his step belied the tension which flowed out of his nerve-ends, but he looked determinedly ahead and glanced neither to right nor left. Not that
  anyone evinced the slightest interest in him either. He tried focusing his mind on everyday normality: on his home in Hendon where his wife, Hilda, would at this moment be sitting in front of a
  nice fire watching television, believing her husband to be meeting a business associatewhich, in a sense, he was.


  Dont wait up for me, dear, he had said when he left after supper. I ought to be home by eleven, but you never know on these occasions.


  And Hilda had merely nodded. She had long ceased to question her husbands comings and goings. He provided her with all she wanted and her life was complete. And if the truth were told, it
  was very little less complete when he wasnt there. She had no interest in his business, an export/import agency with offices off Aldgate, and he found little pleasure in her circle of
  coffee-drinking, bridge-playing friends. Their marriage had reached the stage where each tolerated the other and made the adjustments required by two people living under the same roof, but beyond
  that their life together was a well which had dried up. He sometimes wondered whether it would have been different had they been able to have children. As it was, he was thankful that there
  werent any.


  Still thinking in an inconclusive sort of way about Hilda, he turned into Starforth Street which, at a quarter to ten on a Friday evening, was almost empty, though traffic could be seen passing
  to and fro along the main road at the end, and sounds of singing and of a piano being strummed came from the pub on the corner. Berg walked fifteen or twenty yards towards the lights at the end,
  then paused and pretended to study the house numbers. A taxi turned into the street from the main road and came toward him with headlights on. He quickly turned his back on it and began to walk
  rapidly in the direction from which he had come. It passed him and turned left, disappearing from his view. He crossed over to the other side and stood against the wall of a school playground in
  the flickering shadows cast between two lamp posts. Everything glistened as though it had been coated with glycerine.


  He looked at his watch and saw that it was still two minutes to the quarter hour.


  From the street plan which he had studied he knew that a minor road ran behind the pub and intersected Starforth Street just short of its junction with the main road. Suddenly, as he now stood
  peering in that direction, he saw his contact emerge from the shadows and stand for a few seconds outside the lighted saloon bar entrance. He must have been forty or fifty yards from Berg who saw
  him cast a quick glance his way. Then he crossed to the other side.


  Almost immediately he was joined by another figure. They appeared to be speaking, but the only sound was that emanating from the pub. Berg watched intently, realising too late that he ought to
  have moved closer.


  His contact seemed suddenly to slip on the wet pavement and his companion put out a hand. The next second, however, he had slithered to the ground and the man with him had vanished. One moment
  there; gone the next.


  Berg dashed toward the spot where the fallen man lay. He felt his face going stiff with horror as he gazed at the gash in the throat through which the mans life-blood was now being
  methodically pumped into the gutter. Quickly he turned and ran. As he did so, there was an eruption of noise from the pub opposite. He had almost reached the far end of the street before there was
  a shout behind him.


  Hi, you. Stop! But Joseph Berg continued to run.
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