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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


  Richard Monk sat gazing out of the bus window at the seemingly endless vista of ramshackle suburban Tokyo. The towering complexes of steel and glass which dot the citys
  inner bounds were left behind and now they were ploughing through a grey sea of one-storey wooden houses and shops which covered the landscape like lumpy porridge as far as the eye could see. And
  everywhere there were people. Clean, neat, polite, teeming people. The most vivid impression he would take away from Japan would be of people in well-behaved masses, filling the pavements, swarming
  out of subway stations, surging round shrines. People  people who, despite the anthill conditions under which so many of them lived, managed to retain a natural dignity and respect for one
  another.


  And now we leave Tokyo and enter Yokohama, announced the guide in carefully articulated English. He was given to significant pauses in his utterances, but Richard had decided these
  were no more than the mental preparation required for his next foray into the English language. He was an elderly man in a battered panama hat, and resembled a schoolmaster who had throughout his
  life come off second best in the classrooms battles. Despite his announcement, the view outside remained the same. He might just as well have said. Weve left the Atlantic and
  entered the Pacific.


  Richard turned his attention to his fellow passengers. There were only thirteen of them, and a glance at the coloured ribbons attached to their lapel badges told him that not all of them were
  making the same tour as himself. Some would be returning to Tokyo in the evening. He counted only five green ribbons in addition to his own, who would be going on to Kyoto after a night in the
  shadow of Mount Fuji. One of the many things which had impressed him since his arrival in the country two weeks before was the quietly expert way the Japan Travel Bureau staff managed to shepherd
  its daily flocks of tourists, many of whom, though possibly as stupid as sheep, were far less amenable.


  The front two rows were occupied by a party of six Americans and their cameras. They consisted of two middle-aged women, three teenage girls and a cheerful young man. Richard tuned in to their
  conversation and soon gathered that the women were sisters and the three girls their children, though he was unable to achieve a further break-down. The young man who had a crew-cut and traces of
  retreating acne was a soldier on leave from Korea. It appeared that hed met up with one of the girls only the previous day, the one beside whom he was now sitting to their apparent mutual
  gratification. From time to time one of the other women would throw a small, doubtful frown in their direction, but otherwise she and her sister were absorbed in an interminable discussion about
  the way someone called Abby had recently refurnished her home. Richard gathered that the living-room was passable but that she had made a hideous hash of the main bedroom.


  Behind this sextet sat two men whose language he identified after a time as French-Canadian. They spoke infrequently and then only with set, stony expressions so that he wondered why they
  bothered to communicate at all. On the opposite side of the aisle was an Indian couple who spoke in soft whispers and behind them a girl who, he later learnt, was Swedish and next to her a young
  man.


  From where he sat, Richard was able to observe the whole scene without himself being observed  at least not without anyone actually turning round and staring blatantly at him. The price
  of this commanding position was to sit over the wheels, as he had discovered soon after departure.


  The person who most attracted his attention was the young man sitting next to the Swedish girl. Richard reckoned him to be a year or two younger than himself, say twenty-nine or thirty. He was
  about six feet tall, well-proportioned and good looking despite a certain tendency to fleshiness about the face. He was listening with an abstracted air to something the Swedish girl was saying.
  His smile seemed to come on and off as though it was lit by neon. It had rather the same meaningless quality of neon, too.


  This was the third occasion on which they had taken the same tour. The first had been ten days ago when Richard had become suddenly aware that he was being studied with inquisitive interest
  while their guide was diligently pointing out places of interest from the observation platform of Tokyo Tower. Then a few days later the young man had been on the same day trip to Nikko. Richard
  might not have paid him particular attention had he not again found himself the object of scrutiny on and off throughout the day. Once when he had deliberately intercepted a long, disconcerting
  stare, he had been accorded a quick, hopeful smile to which he had responded with a distant  and, he hoped, unambiguous  flicker.


  As he now took his own time in a covert study of the young man, he tried to remember at which of the pick-up hotels in Tokyo he had joined the bus. He recalled that it was a new one near Shiba
  Park. English was his spoken language, that much Richard had gathered, though he had not yet been able to identify his country of origin. He certainly wasnt American or Canadian, but that
  still left a wide range of other possibilities.


  While he was vaguely trying to establish his provenance from a casual examination of his profile, the young man suddenly turned and threw him a quick look over his left shoulder, as if to
  reassure himself that Richard was still on board the bus.


  Richard returned his own attention to the scene outside. They had finally emerged from the built-up area and were travelling through a green landscape of knoll-like hills. Men and women in
  wide-brimmed straw hats were bent double planting in the paddy fields which stretched in neat, geometric patterns wherever the ground was flat. It all looked somehow removed from reality, like an
  elaborately dressed toyshop window.


  Shortly afterwards the bus left the main road and a mile or two farther on turned into a car park.


  And now, said the guide with a hopeful smile, we visit the awesome bronze Buddha of Kamakuro.


  Richard waited until everyone else had got out before leaving his own seat and following the guide, who was holding aloft a small, fluttering blue flag as a rallying point for his flock. As he
  came up behind the two American women, he lingered long enough to discover that Abbys current husband was now under discussion. One of them thought he was cute, to which the other retorted
  that he might be cute, but he was still a little stinker.


  Overtaking them, Richard made his own way up to the vast Buddha which gave the absurd impression of having outgrown its surroundings. The lips were curled in an air of superior disdain, but he
  was intrigued by the fastidiously folded hands with the thumbs and forefingers just touching as though the Buddha was telling a story which required the illustration of this delicate gesture.


  Parties of cheerful, well-behaved schoolchildren swarmed everywhere, the girls in their sailor-suit uniforms, the boys in peaked caps and buttoned tunics. To Richard, these carefully marshalled
  hordes of children, with whom the parties of foreign tourists always became inextricably mingled at every sight-seeing Mecca, were as much a part of the teeming scene as Tokyos rush-hour
  commuters.


  As he turned away from the Buddha, a giggling schoolgirl thrust a camera into his hands and he obligingly snapped her and her grinning friend as they posed with arms round one anothers
  waists. He returned the camera and exchanged bows with the two girls.


  After leaving Kamakura they drove along the shoreline and gazed out at the rather turgid waters of the Pacific. Richards thoughts turned idly to home. His flat in Mayfair and office in
  Bedford Square seemed even further than twelve thousand miles away.


  For the last three years he had been head and sole principal of the firm of Richard Monk and Co., Solicitors, a position made the more enviable, in the general view, by the agreeable addition of
  an inherited fortune of 400,000. This not only enabled him to pick and choose his clients, but also to satisfy his nagging wanderlust by taking the sort of holidays that most could only
  dream about. Defending people in trouble, however, was a constant and salutary reminder that it needed little more than a sharp twist of fate for roles to become reversed.


  The sight of a man fishing off the end of a small jetty made him think of Alan ScarbyAlan who was a barrister and his oldest friend, and who would fish in a water butt if there were
  nowhere else. When he got back to Tokyo he would have to give thought to presents for the Scarbys. Perhaps a camera for Alan, something uniquely Japanese and feminine for Jane, and for Sophie . . .
  Well, at two Sophie, who also happened to be his godchild, wasnt fussy about her presents.


  The bus turned inland toward the mountains which were crested with creamy rolls of menacing cloud. During the next hours drive, a girl, whose sole function seemed to be to open and close
  the door of the bus and count heads before they drove on again, sang to them. The songs all sounded exactly alike to Richard, though their subjects, as introduced by the guide, could hardly have
  been more varied.


  Up in the mountains, the cloud appeared less menacing, though it successfully obscured all the surrounding peaks. Richard, who had grown up under the cosily vague impression that Mount Fuji
  could virtually be seen from one end of Japan to the other, felt severely disillusioned on finding it obliterated from view at only a few miles distance.


  Lunch was taken at a hotel beside Lake Hakone. Richard entered the dining-room after the others and went over to sit at the same table as the Indian couple, pretending not to notice the silent
  invitation flashed him by the young man to join the Swedish girl and himself.


  After the meal came a trip by steamer to the other end of the lake where their bus was waiting for them. A short drive brought them to a fantastic sight, a whole mountainside throbbing with the
  shrieking hiss of escaping jets of steam and a pervasive smell of sulphur hanging over everything.


  It occurred to Richard as he moved along one of the paths to get a better camera shot that nature could outdo man any day in provision of the awe-inspiring. This was an alfresco hells
  kitchen, and the appearance of the devil himself would not have come amiss.


  He had strayed some distance from the rest of his party when he heard footsteps behind him, and turned his head to find the young man from the bus blocking the path.


  Youre Mr. Monk, the London solicitor, arent you? Before Richard could say anything, he went on urgently, My names Eddie Butcher. Im in dead
  trouble, Mr Monk. Will you help me?
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