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  Graham Ison 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


  It was a beautiful, warm summers evening on a Saturday in early July. My girlfriend Gail Sutton, a gorgeous, leggy blonde and sometime
  actress and chorus girl, had just poured me a brandy. Wed enjoyed a very pleasant dinner  deux  shes an exceptionally good cook  at her town house in
  Kingston. Now we were relaxing in the sitting room on the first floor, gazing out through the open French windows and at peace with the world.


  And at nine oclock my mobile rang.


  Gail shot me a glance that forbade me to answer it, but she knew that I couldnt ignore it; I was liable to get calls at any time of the day or night. That was one of the penalties of
  being a detective chief inspector on  are you ready for this?  one of the major investigation teams of Specialist Crime Directorate 1, in our case known as Homicide West. We used to
  be called Serious Crime Group West, but the Metropolitan Police takes great delight in changing everything from time to time. Not that it makes any difference. Same detectives, same job.


  Harry Brock, I said into my little plastic box. Im not exactly a dab hand with mobile phones, but I can just about manage to use one for the basics. Like receiving and
  sending calls. Sending text messages is, however, a foreign country. If Im silly enough to try, I usually finish up sending an incomprehensible, misspelt message to someone I dont
  even know.


  Its Gavin Creasey, sir, said the night-duty incident-room manager at Curtis Green, the headquarters of Homicide West. Curtis Green is a little-known turning off Whitehall in
  Westminster, although not many people know that, including the police. The CID officers of Homicide West have the misfortune to be responsible for investigating murders  murders that none of
  the elitist squads of the Metropolitan Police want to demean themselves to investigate  in that broad swathe of London that stretches from Westminster to Hillingdon in the west, Barnet in
  the north and Richmond in the south. And that includes Chelsea, a place where the poor naive taxpaying residents believe that they are immune from any such nastiness.


  What is it, Gavin?


  Youre not going to believe this, sir . . . Gavin began.


  Try me, I said.


  The Starlight Club, Fulham Palace Road.


  What about it? I began to feel disturbing vibes already. Anything involving a club always turned out to be a problem. In my case, anyway.


  Its a jazz club, guv. At about eight-thirty, a guy wearing a mask entered the club with a sawn-off shotgun, and fired at the drummer. Completely destroyed the bass drum.
  Creasey emitted a coarse laugh, but that is the sort of incident that will activate a policemans black sense of humour. But then he lets off a second round and kills the
  drummer.


  And? I queried.


  There was another laugh from Creasey. He escaped in the ensuing confusion, sir.


  I presume you mean the gunman escaped, not the victim, I said sarcastically, and made a wry face at Gail. Gail just sighed; she knew what was going to happen next. Get a car
  down here for me, Gavin. Im not going to risk driving myself. There is nothing the Black Rats, as we of the cognoscenti call the traffic police, like better than to catch a CID
  officer with a positive breathalyser reading.


  Right, sir, said Gavin. Er, home address? he queried archly.


  No, I said, and gave him Gails address. Have Dave Poole and the rest of the supporting cast been informed? Dave Poole was my black sergeant bag-carrier, a term
  the Criminal Investigation Department uses to describe an investigating officers assistant. But in my case, Dave was probably more useful than my right arm. What I didnt think of, and
  that was a fairly long list, Dave certainly would.


  On their way to the scene as I speak, sir.


  Five minutes later, considerably quicker than if Id been a civilian reporting an ongoing burglary, an immaculate traffic car drew up outside.


  The driver, a white-capped constable, wound down his window. Understand you want a lift to Fulham, guv, he said, and yawned.


  Yes. The Starlight Club in Fulham Palace Road.


  Hop in, guv. Urgent, is it?


  Yes, I said, but not without some misgiving. A misgiving that proved to be fully justified. The car swung out of the mews and carved its way through the Saturday evening traffic
  with the aid of its siren and blue lights. Most other road users wisely avoided us, but one ageing Toyota driver stopped dead, right in front of us. My driver swore volubly, mounted the footway
   policeman always call pavements the footway  and suggested that Toyota man should buy a copy of the Highway Code and get someone to read it to him. Unfortunately this
  useful piece of advice was lost; the windows were closed and Toyota man didnt hear it.


  Eventually, however, I was deposited, somewhat shaken, at my destination. Eight miles in about as many minutes through Londons dense traffic is enough to unnerve even the bravest, and I
  am definitely not in that category.


  Thank you, I said as I staggered from the car.


  Any time, guv, said the driver cheerfully.


  I determined that there wouldnt be another time if I could possibly avoid it.


  The usual blue-and-white tapes had been strung out around the building that, with any luck, contained the Starlight Club, where my latest investigation was about to begin.


  Registering my arrival with the incident officer  a tired inspector who looked as though hed rather be someplace else  I learned that Fulhams centre of hot jazz was
  in the basement. But where else would it be?


  Descending a dark, uncarpeted staircase, I found that the Starlight Club comprised little more than a number of cellars knocked into one. There were tables with dirty check tablecloths, and
  candles in bottles that were, I supposed, intended to provide a subdued and intimate lighting. But the effect had been rather spoiled by the floodlights that the forensic-science team had brought
  with them and set up around the stage in order to take photographs of the scene.


  Dave Poole was in earnest conversation with Henry Mortlock, the Home Office forensic pathologist. Although Henry and I are on separate call-out lists, we always seem to arrive at the scene of
  the same murders. Perhaps he likes my sense of humour, although I have to say that his perverted and cynical outlook on life would rival that of the most hard-bitten, long-serving detective.


  Harry, nice of you to come, said Henry, as though he were welcoming me to a select soire arranged especially to listen to the latest work of an obscure composer.
  Cause of death was a shotgun blast to the chest at close quarters. Time of death about eight-thirty.


  Youve been talking to the witnesses, I said.


  No, I havent, but Sergeant Poole has. Henry waved a thermometer in Daves direction. Ill let you have a report in due course. And with that he
  departed. Obviously Henry was not an aficionado of jazz played in basements.


  Do we know who this guy is, Dave? I asked, drawing closer to the stage and surveying the drummers body. It was not a pretty sight: the chest area and the bottom half of the
  face were a mass of blood and torn shirt.


  Just as well he wont be needing that shirt again, commented Dave, and glanced up. Goes by the name of Rod Skinner, guv, he said. Or did.


  Well, thats something, I suppose. Have the CSEs finished yet? I asked, using the accepted abbreviation for crime-scene examiners.


  Theyre not called that any more, said Dave, glancing up from his pocket book. Theyre now called forensic practitioners: senior forensic practitioner, forensic
  practitioner and assistant forensic practitioner, as applicable. He gave me an owlish grin.


  Ye Gods! I muttered. Obviously the boy superintendents in the funny names and total confusion squad at Scotland Yard had been at it again. I suppose Im still a
  detective chief inspector, I observed sarcastically.


  Probably depends on the outcome of this murder, guv, said Dave drily.


  And have the forensic practitioners finished, by any chance? I asked, repeating my original question, as amended, and laying emphasis on their new title.


  Here, Mr Brock.


  I turned to find Linda Mitchell standing behind me, the very picture of a sexy scientist in her fetching white coveralls and plastic overshoes.


  Daves just been telling me youve got a new title, Linda, I said.


  Lindas pretty face adopted an expression of displeasure. Unfortunately, Mr Brock, it makes no difference to my pay, she said. I dont know why they
  bothered.


  Welcome to the club, I said. I concluded that Linda had been working with case-hardened detectives for too long. It had left its mark and some of the scepticism had rubbed off.


  We were joined by Kate Ebdon, attired as usual in jeans and a white shirt, her auburn hair tied back in a ponytail. Kate, an Australian, is the detective inspector in charge of the
  legwork team that does all the day-to-day enquiries that are inevitably spawned by a murder. She was a useful addition if for no better reason than that she scared the life out of
  villains, and had been known to charm the pants off male detectives. Literally. Or so it was rumoured.


  Ive got the surviving four-fifths of the band over there, guvnor. Kate waved a hand at a disconsolate and ageing group of musicians corralled at a table in a corner.
  I later discovered that they were a saxophonist, a double-bass player, a trumpeter and a pianist. But the demise of the drummer had clearly not blunted their thirst; each had a glass of beer in
  front of him. The missing fifth member, who only recently played his last paradiddle, is lying on the stage in amongst the wreckage of the bass drum, sundry snare drums, a tom-tom, cowbells,
  maracas and a hi-hat.


  Yes, Ive just had a look at him.


  As I approached the little group of musicians, the double-bass player  a man of at least fifty  told us he was called Les Roper and appointed himself spokesman.


  How much longer do we have to hang about here, chief? he demanded.


  How long would you have been here otherwise? asked Dave from behind me.


  Midnight at least, said Roper.


  Youve still got a couple of hours in hand, then, said Dave dismissively. By the way, what dyou play?


  Roper was obviously mystified by that question. What do we play? Well, I play bass, and Jim


  What sort of music? asked Dave patiently.


  Oh right. Jazz, of course.


  Trad or modern?


  Trad. Theres a lot of people who dont like modern jazz.


  Yeah, I know. Im one of them, said Dave. But that blows one motive out of the window, he added, turning to me.


  What motive?


  If theyd been playing modern, we could have been looking for a trad-loving killer.


  As I may have mentioned before, Dave Poole has a quirky sense of humour, but hes an outstandingly good detective. Whats more, hes very well educated, which is pretty unusual
  in our trade. He has a good degree in English from London University, something thats obvious from his dislike of people who bastardize the language. Mind you, he can speak the lingua franca
  of the criminal fraternity when it suits him.


  How long have you known Mr Skinner, Mr Roper? I asked, determined to make a start on finding out who had killed the drummer and perpetrated an act of criminal damage on his drum
  kit.


  About three weeks, I suppose, said Roper.


  And the rest of you? I asked.


  The same, said the trumpeter, whose name, Kate said, was Cyril Underwood. He only joined us three weeks ago. The last drummer did a runner and we rooted around until we
  found Rod. He reckoned he was a sessions musician. Well, we all are really, but the four of us have been together for about a year. Thats right, isnt it, lads? He looked around
  at his fellow bandsmen, and they nodded. Weve been playing gigs here, off and on, for about six months. We call ourselves the Jazz Kittens.


  Kate Ebdon stifled a laugh. Anything less descriptive of this little group of geriatric jazz players as kittens would have been hard to envisage. Ive had the lads
  take brief statements from that lot, guv, she said, waving a hand at the thirty or so jazz enthusiasts who were seated at various tables around the gloomy cavern. All right to let
  them go?


  Anything useful, Kate? I asked.


  Not really. The first that most of them knew of anything was when this guy loosed off at the bass drum. Then he discharged his second cartridge and hit the drummer fair and square in the
  chest. People started screaming and leaping about, and while that was going on the guy with the shotgun took off.


  Didnt anyone try to stop him? I realized immediately that it was a stupid question. When a guy with a sawn-off shotgun decides to escape through a crowd of panic-stricken
  patrons they tend to afford him right of way.


  No, said Kate. I dont think they tried.


  Description?


  Kate laughed. Ah yes. Now let me see. She glanced briefly at her pocket book. Between five-six and six-two. Slim to heavy build. Dressed in blue jeans or maybe khaki chinos,
  with a black T-shirt or possibly a light blue one or even a white one, with or without an anorak, thin or bulky. The one thing those who saw him were agreed on was that he was wearing a stocking
  mask over his head.


  Terrific! This was shaping up to be the usual sort of murder I investigated. Is there a bouncer on the door of this place?


  No, guv, said Dave. And if you want my opinion the management is breaching about twenty fire regulations and more Health and Safety laws than you can shake a stick
  at.


  Make a note, I said. It might be all weve got to go to court with. I was joking of course, even though it might turn out to be true. Yes, Kate, you can
  let the so-called witnesses go. By the way, who called the police?


  About six of them, guv, said Kate. All on their mobiles, except for those who found they couldnt get a signal while lying face down underneath a table in a
  basement.


  Funny thing about CID officers, they all seem so terribly cynical. I cant think why.


  Linda came back to me. Were about done here, Mr Brock. Ill let you know what weve found as soon as possible, and Ill run the fingerprint check as soon as I
  can.


  I returned to Cyril Underwood, the trumpeter. You said earlier that you found Mr Skinner about three weeks ago.


  Thats right.


  How?


  We put an ad in the local paper.


  Which local paper?


  The Fulham Gazette.


  So he must live locally, I mused.


  Dunno, said Underwood. I dont know where he lived. It didnt matter. He turned up for a session here one afternoon when we were rehearsing, and we took him
  on.


  What dyou know about him? asked Dave.


  Nothing, except he was a good drummer. You see, chief, theres lots of people who think they can play drums, but when it comes down to it, theyre just amateurs. But Rod was
  bloody good.


  Did he ever say anything about his personal life? Or did he mention any enemies?


  Underwood laughed. No, he never said anything at all really. Kept himself to himself. But we didnt care, did we? He glanced at the other three members of the group, and they
  shook their heads. See, were only interested in playing jazz. Its a sort of passion, if you get my meaning. Just cant help doing it.


  How old was Rod Skinner? I asked. I had formed my own opinion when I viewed the body, but its good to get confirmation.


  Les Roper, the bass player, sucked through his teeth  presumably as an aid to thought  and eventually took a guess that Skinner had been about forty-five years old. Which was
  exactly what Id thought.


  Have you got the Jazz Kittens names and addresses, Kate? I asked.


  Yes, guv, said Kate, coughing to hide another outbreak of laughter, and brief statements. Ive arranged for them to come to the local nick tomorrow and give detailed
  statements.


  OK, I said to the group of musicians, you can go now, but I may want to see you again in the near future.


  The band began to pack up their instruments. Their conversation seemed to lack any regret at the passing of Rod Skinner, other than the inconvenience it would cause them in having to find a
  replacement drummer.


  Happy bunch, arent they, guv? said Kate as the instrumentalists disappeared up the stairs and into the night.


  Is there a manager in this place? I asked, having suddenly realized that we had yet to speak to anyone in authority.


  Yes, theres an office in the corner behind the bar, said Dave. I told her to stay there until we had time to speak to her.


  Her? I dont know why  call it male chauvinism, if you like  but I always imagined that a place like this would have a man in charge. Doubtless, Gail
  would have had a few pithy words to say about that.


  Erica Leech was in her late thirties or early forties, with short blonde hair cut in a mannish style. She wasnt slim, but all the bulges were the right shape and in the right place. Her
  yellow vest top revealed the sort of well-developed shoulders of someone who might have been a serious swimmer in her youth. When we entered her office she was sitting behind her desk nursing what
  looked like a large Scotch.


  I understand youre the manager, Ms Leech, I said once introductions had been effected.


  Im the owner, said Erica. And this sort of palaver doesnt do my business any bloody good at all. I rapidly came to the conclusion that Ms Leech
  wouldnt be laying a bunch of flowers at the front of the stage. Can I offer you a drink? she asked.


  No thanks. The drummer is the man who was killed, I began.


  Yeah, I heard. He was good, that boy.


  I was amused at her description of Skinner as a boy. We were fairly sure that Skinner was in his mid-forties and, therefore, older than Erica.


  What dyou know about him? I asked.


  Erica drained her glass and stood up to refill it from a whisky bottle on top of a filing cabinet. Nothing, really. All I do is to hire the complete package. If I get wind of a good
  group, Ill go and have a listen and if theyre up to the mark, Ill take them on. This lot performs here twice a week. Fridays and Saturdays.


  Did you ever get anyone here enquiring after him? Dave asked, keen to discover if anyone had been sussing out the place in general and Skinner in particular.


  Not as far as I know. No one asked me, anyway. Ive got a couple of waitresses working here. They might have been quizzed about him.


  Waitresses? I turned to Kate Ebdon. What dyou know about waitresses? I asked.


  There were a couple of kids with big boobs and miniskirts here when I arrived, but the ambulance crew took them away. They had a touch of the vapours and were carted off to be treated for
  shock. Ive got their pars, though, Kate added, using the customary police shorthand for particulars.


  So you know nothing about Rod Skinner then, Ms Leech? I asked, returning my attention to the owner of the Starlight Club. Other than he was a good drummer.


  Didnt even know that was his name until Cyril told me hed been shot. And for goodness sake call me Erica.


  Where were you when the shooting took place, then?


  In here, trying to do the books. If I dont keep up to date, Im in a right bloody state by the time the tax returns due to go in. Then Ill have the Inland
  Revenue down here bending my ear and demanding to see everything.


  Revenue and Customs, said Dave, a stickler for accuracy in such matters.


  What? Erica gazed at Dave as though hed taken leave of his senses.


  Its called Her Majestys Revenue and Customs now.


  Frankly, I dont give a toss what theyre called, said Erica with a dismissive shrug. Theyre still a bloody nuisance. She waved a hand towards the
  main part of the club. How much longer are you going to be messing about in there?


  Were just about wrapped up now, I said.


  And can I open tomorrow night?


  As far as Im concerned, Erica, I said.


  Youll probably have the place full to overflowing with ghoulish rubberneckers, said Dave. And we may even be here ourselves.


  Ive no doubt, said Erica.
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