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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


  Curiously enough it was not a murder but a missing-person report that caused me to be assigned to the disappearance of Eunice Bailey.


  A new enquiry was something of a relief, because wed been coping with yet another reorganization and change of name. The boy superintendents at New Scotland Yard  that powerhouse
  of buzzwords  had obviously been busy. Theyd decided that we were now to be called the Homicide and Serious Crime Command. I wondered just how many meetings and conferences had taken
  place in order to arrive at this breathtaking decision. And how many cups of coffee and fancy biscuits the Police Fund had paid for as a result. To say nothing of the overtime incurred by those
  lesser ranks still entitled to claim it.


  The outcome of all this administrative upheaval was that I was now a part of one of four teams of investigators overseen by a detective superintendent. Above him was Detective Chief
  Superintendent Alan Cleaver, and even higher up, our beloved commander. The good bit, however, was that we were doing exactly the same job as before, and in the same place. And I had
  retained the services of Detective Sergeant Dave Poole, my black bag carrier.


  Perhaps I should explain that. Its not the bag thats black, its Dave Poole.


  Dave is something of a character. For a start, hes married to a gorgeous white girl called Madeleine, a principal dancer with the Royal Ballet, and he has a good degree in English from
  London University. And that makes him very useful in a police force that, these days, is obsessed with putting everything down in writing. In quintuplicate.


  Ah, Mr Brock. The commander entered my office  in itself unusual  waving a piece of paper. That was not unusual; the commander loves bits of paper.


  Good morning, sir, I said rising to my feet.


  The commander, unable to concentrate on two things at the same time, ignored my greeting. Ive received a report from West End Central police station.


  Really, sir? Funny how the commander never calls it a nick, like the rest of us do. Something interesting, is it?


  It emanates from a jeweller in the West End. The commander peered at his piece of paper. It seems that a Mrs Eunice Bailey took her wedding ring there to have it enlarged.
  And shes not been back to collect it.


  Is that it, sir? I queried.


  Thats all, Mr Brock. I want you to look into it.


  But surely its a missing-person enquiry, sir.


  Indeed it is. The commander spoke as though I was somewhat slow at catching on, which I wasnt; but I was very quick at avoiding grief. Its possible that there
  are felonious undertones.


  What particular felonious undertone did you have in mind, sir? I asked, risking a reproof for sarcasm. But I neednt have worried.


  Thats for you to discover, Mr Brock. The commander handed me the piece of paper, reluctantly, I thought. He hates parting with paper. The details of the jeweller are
  on there. And with that, he left me to it.


  I dont really know how this enquiry finished up with me. There is an entire department at New Scotland Yard that maintains an index of missing persons. And persons go missing every day.
  In their hundreds. Most are fed up with their wives or husbands or children. Or their jobs or their in-laws. And there are a dozen other reasons that could cause them to take off. How on earth the
  commander read some felonious aspect into this particular missing person was a mystery to me. But if I knew how a commanders mind worked, Id probably be a commander myself.


  I put my head round the door of the sergeants office and beckoned to Dave Poole. Were going to the West End, Dave.


  Oh, how nice, guv. Sex club, is it?


  No, a jewellers.


  Hiding his disappointment, Dave put on his jacket and grabbed a vehicle logbook and a set of car keys.


  Youll never find anywhere to park a car, not since the Mayors reduced Londons traffic congestion, Dave, I said. Well go on the
  Underground.


  A mistake. It was a stiflingly hot day, and I resented the convention that required senior CID officers to wear a tie and a jacket.


  We walked to Westminster Tube station and eventually a train arrived.


  Well have to change at Victoria to get a train to Green Park, guv. Dave was jammed up against a young girl wearing shorts and the top half of a bikini, and who was avidly
  reading an Italian guidebook to London. Between Dave and me was a Swedish boy with a backpack that looked as though it contained all his worldly possessions, and took up the space of three other
  passengers.


  At Victoria, we fought our way through countless itinerant musicians, a heaving mass of humanity, and sundry beggars, to the Victoria Line train for Green Park, and once again found ourselves
  sandwiched between tourists. God knows why these people want to come to London. Idve thought that backpacking through Afghanistan was preferable any day.


  Finally, we emerged in Piccadilly, to daylight and Londons diesel-laden air.


  A suave fellow in a tailcoat greeted us as we entered the impressive premises that housed the jewellers establishment. His very demeanour and appearance indicated to my
  practised eye that the merchandise would be highly priced.


  May I help you, sir? The tailcoated one glanced suspiciously at Dave.


  Were police officers and we need to see the manager, I said, waving my warrant card at him.


  Of course, sir. Tailcoat seemed relieved that we werent clients. I suppose he didnt fancy having us mixing with minor foreign royalty, rich illegal immigrants, Z-list
  soap stars, and footballers wives. This way.


  Our leader piloted us across the thickly carpeted shop floor and up a flight of stairs, before knocking deferentially at a heavy oaken door.


  The manager was, I suppose, in his mid-fifties, and was dressed in a Savile Row suit that must have cost more than I earned in a fortnight. He introduced himself as Giles Fancourt.


  Im Detective Chief Inspector Harry Brock of Scotland Yard, I said, having decided not to trot out Homicide and Serious Crime Command every time I introduced myself.
  And this is Detective Sergeant Poole.


  And what can I do for you, gentlemen? With a flourish of his hand, Fancourt indicated two expensive chairs with which his beautifully appointed office was furnished. I imagined
  them to be genuine antiques, but Dave later told me that they were reproduction Chippendales. He knows about things like that.


  I understand that you made a report to the police at West End Central police station regarding a Mrs Eunice Bailey, Mr Fancourt.


  Ah yes. Mrs Bailey. Fancourt leaned back in his high-backed leather executive chair and steepled his fingers. Let me see now . . .  He shot forward and took a file
  from a desk drawer, and then glanced at a calendar. It was a month ago, Mr Brock. On the seventeenth of May to be precise. I got the impression that Mr Fancourt was always precise.
  Mrs Bailey brought us her wedding ring. To cut a long story short, she complained that it was too tight on her finger, and enquired if we could remove it and enlarge it. One of our
  technicians  hes been with us for over twenty years  cut the ring from her finger and assured madam that an enlargement would not be a problem.


  Is this technician here today? asked Dave.


  Er, yes, of course.


  Dave glanced at me. Dyou think we should have a word, sir? He always called me sir in the presence of civilians. Whenever he called me sir in
  private, it meant something entirely different.


  Yes, good idea. I glanced at Fancourt. Is that possible? I asked.


  Indeed. Fancourt pressed down a switch on his intercom. Celia, get hold of Higgins from the workshop for me, and ask him to come to my office. He paused.
  Immediately.


  We waited for at least ten minutes for the man Higgins to appear. I suppose he was a valuable asset to the firm and therefore secure from interference from above. Or comments about his
  tardiness.


  You wanted me, Mr Fancourt? He had wispy hair covering an otherwise bald pate, and wore wire-framed spectacles with thick lenses.


  These gentlemen are police officers, Higgins. Tell them what you know about Mrs Bailey and her wedding ring.


  Higgins sniffed and sought inspiration from a John Constable print that adorned the wall behind the managers head. Yeah, she said it was too tight, and wanted it enlarged. I had to
  cut it off of her finger  bit delicate that  and told her we could do the work.


  Anything else, Mr Higgins? asked Dave.


  Only that she asked if we could do it in a hurry. She said she never liked going around without having it on, being a married woman and that. Quite fussed about it, she was. In fact she
  was so touchy about it that she asked if I could do the work there and then. Well, that wasnt on, but I said I could do it in two days and Id give her a call when it was ready. I
  suppose I took pity on her, mainly because she was quite a stunner. Soft touch for a pretty woman, me.


  Fancourt coughed affectedly at what he doubtless regarded as a sexist remark, but was ignored by the three of us.


  When you say she was a stunner, Mr Higgins, just what did she look like?


  Thirty-five, she mustve been. Lovely figure. And she had long blonde hair in one of them ponytails. Miniskirt and nice legs. And not short of a quid or two, neither. Higgins
  chuckled and wiped his hands on his brown overall coat. There, hows that? Reckon I ought to be in your job.


  Have you finished with Higgins, Chief Inspector? asked Fancourt, obviously keen to get the technician out of his office.


  For the moment, Mr Fancourt, yes, I said, and waited until Higgins had been dismissed from the presence. Your concern was that Mrs Bailey did not return to collect her ring,
  was it?


  Yes. Given that she was so anxious to have the work done quickly, it seemed strange that she did not return to collect it. You see, Chief Inspector, Mrs Bailey is a valued client. On
  every other occasion that she has had work done, or purchased some item that we were obliged to order or have made, she has always returned promptly to collect it.


  Presumably you were worried about the cost.


  Fancourt appeared to be affronted by this remark. Certainly not, Mr Brock. Our only interest is the satisfaction of our customers, and when it was brought to my attention that Mrs Bailey
  had not returned, I was somewhat concerned that she might have met with an accident. We attempted to contact her at the telephone number we held for her, but there was never any answer.


  Did you leave a message?


  No, Im afraid not. The telephone just rang and rang. I can only assume that Mrs Bailey had not invested in an answering machine, either that or it was not switched on. In the
  circumstances, I thought that the only proper course of action was to inform the police.


  Quite right, I said, only sorry that Mrs Bailey hadnt taken her damned wedding ring into a jewellers establishment in another constabulary area. Perhaps
  youd let me have the number you were ringing.


  Fancourt opened a book and copied out the telephone number on to a slip of paper that bore the name of the jeweller, and a logo of some sort. There you are, he said.


  I suppose there can be no mistake, I suggested, pleased that it was not a mobile number. Mobile numbers are more difficult to trace. I was wondering if the number had
  somehow been recorded inaccurately. Even by Mrs Bailey, I added hurriedly, as a frown descended on the managers face.


  Certainly not, said Fancourt sharply. As I said, we had her telephone number on record, and thats the one she gave this time.


  Was it an expensive ring? Dave asked.


  Not when set against some of the stock we hold, no. Fancourt swept a hand across his desk. Four or five hundred pounds at most. Chased platinum, I believe.


  Not expensive, eh? When I married my now ex-wife Helga, Id had to borrow fifteen quid to buy a wedding ring for her. As it turned out it was not a wise investment.


  I met Helga Bchner, a twenty-one-year-old German physiotherapist, when I underwent a course of treatment at Westminster Hospital. Id injured my shoulder after a punch-up with a
  group of yobs in Whitehall when I was a PC. It was a whirlwind romance and we married shortly afterwards, despite advice from my mates at the nick. Particularly the women police. But perhaps they
  were jealous. The women police, I mean, vain bastard that I am.


  And indeed they were right, because it all fell apart when Helga insisted on working after our son was born. When Robert was four shed left him with a neighbour, and he fell in her pond
  and drowned. It was the start of a long period of acrimony that led to an open marriage, and finally divorce.


  Thank you, Mr Fancourt. Well let you know of any developments.


  Do you want to take possession of the ring as evidence, Chief Inspector?


  Evidence of what? asked Dave.


  Fancourt dithered. Well, isnt that what you usually do?


  Perhaps he was hoping that the police would also pay for the enlargement. I was almost tempted, just to annoy the commander.


  No, well leave it with you, I said.


  Do a subscriber check on that number, Dave, and well take it from there, I said, as we made our way back to our office at Curtis Green.


  Curtis Green is an office block off Whitehall. Before the Metropolitan Police was conned into moving to an unsuitable, and now overflowing, glass and concrete pile in Victoria Street, it was
  called New Scotland Yard North. But being here has its advantages; not many people  including the police  know where it is.


  That phone number goes out to an address in Coburn Street, Holland Park, guv, said Dave, after spending a few minutes on the telephone in the incident room. The
  subscribers a Martin Bailey, and he lives at number fifteen.


  Are we up and running on this one, sir? asked Colin Wilberforce. Colin is the incident-room manager, and very good at the job he is, too. My main fear is that hes so good he
  may be promoted and whisked away. His impeccable administration ensures that every detail of an enquiry is carefully tabulated on the computer of which he appears to be a master. And to be on the
  safe side, he also records the salient points in a book. Using a pen. I like old-fashioned methods.


  Not yet, Colin, but you might as well put down the few details we have, just in case it develops. Davell give you the pars. Policemen tend to talk in shorthand, and
  pars is a contraction of particulars, and that encompasses just about everything capable of being written down. In the meantime, I said, turning back to
  Dave, well sally forth and knock on the door of fifteen Coburn Street, Holland Park.


  Dave looked glum, and took a banana from his nylon excuse for a briefcase. Madeleine has told him that theyre good for him  bananas, not briefcases  and who am I to
  argue?


  The white-painted house where the Baileys lived rose three floors above a basement, and was in pristine condition.


  We rang the bell and hammered on the door. There was no reply. We went to the house next door.


  The woman who answered had yet to reach her thirtieth birthday, was black and gorgeous. Her colourful dress reached the ground, and was matched by a sort of turban wrapped around her head.


  Yes? She looked at us with suspicion. I didnt blame her. Given the state of unchecked lawlessness in London, she was right to do so. Even so chic an area as Holland Park was
  not beyond the reach of villains of all assorted shapes and sizes.


  Were police officers, madam, I said.


  Oh! The woman gazed appraisingly at Dave, and Dave gazed back. As Ive already mentioned, Dave is black. What I havent mentioned is that hes six foot tall and
  handsome, and he too has yet to celebrate his thirtieth birthday. How do I know that? she asked.


  Wise woman. Dave and I produced our warrant cards, and she inspected them closely. Would you like to come in? she enquired.


  We stepped into the hall and waited while the woman closed the door.


  Im Gladys Damjuma, the woman announced, and I have diplomatic privilege. My husband is on the staff of our high commission. Presumably Mrs Damjuma thought we
  were chasing up unpaid parking tickets.


  I didnt ask which high commission; it was of no interest, and we could always find out if we needed to. Thats what the Diplomatic List is for.


  Its not actually you we wanted to see, said Dave with a disarming smile.


  Its not? Mrs Damjuma seemed a little disappointed at that.


  We were wondering if you could tell us anything about your neighbours Mr and Mrs Bailey.


  Oh, Martin and Eunice. Very nice people. Come and have a cup of tea. Without waiting for a response, Mrs Damjuma opened the door of her elegant sitting room and ushered us in.
  Within seconds, a large black woman in a flowery apron appeared and took Mrs Damjumas order for tea.


  Now then, what is it you want to know? Gladys Damjuma smiled sweetly at Dave, and I began to feel left out of the conversation.


  When did you last see Mrs Bailey? asked Dave.


  About two weeks ago, I suppose. I cant really remember. Most times we only talk if we happen to bump into each other when were coming out or going in, but every now and then
  we stop for a long chat. Once or twice, Eunice has popped in for a cup of tea. We did have dinner with them one evening, though. That was about a month ago, maybe two. Mrs Damjuma looked
  vague. Why? Whats Eunice done?


  Nothing, as far as we know.


  Then what is it all about?


  As briefly as possible, Dave explained about the ring that Eunice Bailey had wanted enlarged, and had failed to collect. The jeweller was afraid that she might have forgotten about
  it.


  It was a masterpiece of understatement designed to allay the true reason for our interest: that someone might have topped Eunice. It was fortunate that Mrs Damjuma didnt seem at all
  surprised that this matter should have been followed up by a DCI from Scotland Yard.


  Shes a very attractive woman, you know.


  So weve heard, continued Dave. Wed like to have a word with her husband, but there was no answer when we knocked at the Baileys door.


  He works, you know.


  Really? Dave sounded surprised. Perhaps he imagined that anyone with the money needed to live in Holland Park wouldnt have to work.


  Oh yes. Mrs Damjuma looked up as the tea was brought in. Put it there, she said tersely, waving an imperious hand at a small table near her chair. She spent a minute
  or two pouring tea into bone-china cups and handing them round. Hes a very busy man. Hes very often at his office until quite late at night.


  Where is his office, Mrs Damjuma? Dave asked.


  I dont know.


  Dyou know what he does for a living?


  I think its something to do with property, but Im not really sure. Again our hostess smiled at Dave.


  When you say he gets home quite late, how late is that?


  Sometimes eight or nine. Even when he and Eunice invited us to dinner, he was late getting home. Eunice said it often happens. But when he did arrive, he was very interested in us, and
  was very keen to know what Bimbola did at the high commission.


  Bimbola is your husband, I presume, I said, determined not to let Dave hog the entire exchange.


  Yes, hes first secretary there.


  I wondered why Martin Bailey was so interested in Bimbola Damjumas job, and it crossed my suspicious mind that maybe he saw a business opportunity in cultivating the first secretary. But
  I was straying from the reason for our visit.


  Have you seen Mr Bailey lately, Mrs Damjuma? I asked.


  Oh yes. The day before yesterday. I was standing on the doorstep, waving goodbye to Bim, when Martins chauffeur arrived in the Rolls-Royce. That was about nine
  oclock.


  Does Mr Bailey have a domestic staff?


  I think he has a woman who does the cleaning in the mornings, but theres no one else that I know of. When we went in there for dinner, Eunice had done the cooking and she served
  it. If I had a Rolls-Royce, Id have a butler and maids. Lots of maids.


  So, Martin Bailey was not only rich, he was mean too. A not uncommon combination. That would certainly explain why the door wasnt answered, and why Giles Fancourt got no answer when he
  telephoned. It looked as though Bailey was so stingy he wouldnt even lash out on an answering machine.


  Thank you for your help, Mrs Damjuma, and for the tea. Dave and I stood up to leave.


  Do you want me to tell Martin that youre looking for him?


  No thanks. Well catch up with him sometime. Its not really very urgent. However, I was under no illusion that Mrs Damjuma would not beetle into Martin Bailey the
  moment she spotted him coming home. Which was a pity; I usually like to interview people without any forewarning. It tends to catch them on the hop if theyre guilty of something. Not that I
  thought that Martin Bailey was likely to be a suspect for anything.


  But in the event, we got to Bailey before Mrs Damjuma did.


  OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
THE MURDER ROOM
. |

LOST OR FOUND

‘Devilishly engaging characters and authentic
details of police operations’
Booklist ‘






OEBPS/html/docimages/logo.jpg





