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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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Note to Readers


In keeping with the spirit of fair play apparent in his Decalogue, or Ten Commandments of Detective Fiction, the author includes a series of footnotes towards the end of this book, which point the reader back to a breadcrumb trail of clues. In this ebook, as the solution to the mystery unfolds, you can link to the clue in the text and then return to the point at which you left off by clicking or tapping on the back button on your ereader.
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TUESDAY NIGHT.
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      Worsley leaves drawing-room.
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      Worsley rings.
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      Halliford goes to open gate.
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      Mrs. Halliford drives to the gate, returning about 10.35.
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      Race starts.
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      Tollard drops out;
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      Phyllis Morel stopped by police.
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      Tollard returns (by his own account).
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      Phyllis Morel passes a car, which she believes to be Tollards.
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      Phyllis Morel returns to Lastbury.
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      Tollard returns (by Phyllis Morels account).
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      The Bredons reach Kings Norton.
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      General return to Lastbury.


 

 



  



  Chapter One


  ITS NO USE, said Miles Bredon. The mans a bore, and the womans a pest, and if I did
  ever say Id go there I must have been drunk at the time. Let us leave it at that.


  It is one of the drawbacks of the happiest marriage  and his was a happy marriage  that husband and wife are expected to go and stay with other husbands and wives. Men on the whole
  prefer their own firesides, where the same drinks are to be had, the same books within reach, the same disposition of pipe-cleaners, match-boxes and envelopes is to be expected. Women on the whole
  prefer one anothers; it saves the weekly books, and all the multitudinous worries of housekeeping, while the expedition lasts  I assume, of course, as you could assume with the
  Bredons, that an ideal nurse reigns in the nursery. The argument now in progress was a common one; it ranged over a question of fact, whether the invitation had been accepted with or without
  Miless consent; a question of values, whether it was worth spending three or four days of what looked like promising summer weather in the house of casual acquaintances; a question of
  policy, whether some excuse should not be dug up for cancelling the acceptance after all.


  You were, rather, as far as I can remember, admitted Angela. I cant always wait till you come round. The pity was that I didnt give you an extra glass to lay
  you out, put you straight in the car, and decant you at the Hallifords there and then. A sensible wife would always cart her husband about the country in a sack.


  Now I come to think of it, I dont believe I can have been as drunk as all that. To want to go and stay with the Hallifords, a man whos all Adams apple and front
  teeth, and a woman whos all colours of the rainbow, at a place on the Welsh border where there probably isnt a golf-course within miles  no, you must have misunderstood
  me.


  Its no use crabbing the Hallifords; thats not the point. Theyre your friends, not mine.


  My friends? Listen to her! You know perfectly well that they scraped an acquaintance with me through Sholto; and how the mischief they knew I was connected with the Indescribable
  beats me. People arent supposed to know that kind of thing, and I believe I could get Sholto the sack if I told the Directors he had been giving away their little games. Oh, Mr.
  Bredon, Ive always wanted to meet a real detective  blast her!


  Once again, for the benefit of the illiterate, I must take up my pen to describe the Indescribable, and to define Bredons indefinable relation to it. The Indescribable is the
  insurance company, compared with which the other insurance companies all look like last years models. It was the Indescribable which paid up, merely for the advertisement, when a large
  hotel in South America took out a policy against earthquakes and was blown down, while in building, by a tornado; it was the Indescribable which underwrote the recent attempt to cross from Durazzo
  to Brindisi in a canoe; there was a rumour, but the thing was never acknowledged, that they were prepared to insure a belligerent minor state against all indemnities it would incur by going to
  war, only the League of Nations stepped in at the last moment. Such is the Indescribable Company; it likes taking big risks and taking risks on a large scale. It also likes charging big
  premiums.


  Miles Bredon was its private detective. To be sure, such an adjunct was not absolutely necessary. Those who set out to defraud insurance companies render themselves thereby liable to
  prosecutions which are instituted, at the taxpayers expense, by the police. But the police do not always find it advisable to prosecute, and a company does not always find it advisable to
  contest a fishy claim. It paid the Indescribable, therefore, to keep their own private inquiry agent, who would go round and ferret out the facts, so that they could be sure where they stood. The
  position was well paid, and the man who held it was an ex-officer who was a good deal cleverer than he admitted. But for some reason he held that his profession was the degrading profession of a
  spy, and did his best not to let it be talked about. In this the company nobly seconded his efforts; their representative, Mr. Bredon, appeared on suitable occasions, but they were
  not anxious that his precise position in the economy of the business should be made public.


  This time, it seemed, a leak had occurred. A Mr. Halliford, calling at the offices of the Indescribable to effect a very heavy insurance on his own life, had demanded to see that clever
  fellow Bredon, who made such a good job of the Burtell business. I cannot stop to explain about the Burtell business, but Halliford, anyhow, was a friend of Mr. Nigel Burtell, who (for
  reasons elsewhere given) had a higher opinion of Mr. and Mrs. Bredon than they had of him. It happened that Bredon was in the office; the authorities of the Company, always anxious to make a
  good customer feel at home, insisted that he should come up and be introduced, not only to Halliford himself, but to the lady whom he had just married. In this Mr. Halliford did not stand
  alone; a certain exotic charm and a volatile temperament had already endowed the lady with a rich supply of matrimonial aliases. Bredon loathed her at sight; loathed her still more when,
  through sheer importunacy, she secured his presence and that of his wife Angela at a dinner in her London flat. And now the third wave was threatening; nor can we judge Bredon hardly if he showed
  symptoms of wanting to retire up the beach.


  Angela, however, was inexorable. I dont think its quite nice to talk like that of a woman who will be so rich when her husband dies, she pointed out. How much
  did you say it was? Eighty thousand?


  That was the figure. But, you see, the Indescribable doesnt insure people against divorce; and I fancy Mrs. H. will have run through several other husbands before we have to cough
  up the claim. Are you really going to take me to stay with that woman? You cant even pretend theres anything to be said for her.


  Of course, shes pretty. Angela spoke in that ruminating voice which wives use when they want their husbands to contradict them on such points as these.


  The great detective, Bredon pointed out, is expected to be able to see through all disguises. But then, Im not a great detective, and Mrs. Halliford . .
  .


  Charitable as always. Well, anyhow, youre for it. Ive never been to Herefs, and I hear great things of it. Probably there will be golf somewhere, there always is; and there
  will be lots of other ways to keep in training. She says something in her letter about a scavenging party; that ought to be a good opening for a man who wants to keep his hand in at
  detection.


  A scavenging party  what on earths that?


  Miles, dear, dont be old-fashioned. A scavenging party is when you go round in cars picking up tramps by the roadside and feeding them fish and chips at Much Wenlock; or collecting
  sandwich-boards and doorscrapers and things like that. All the brightest young people do it.


  Sort of thing the Hallifords would do, anyhow. Those are the people who make one so sick of England; people who make money in oil or something, and buy up the old houses where decent
  people lived before them, who had a stake in the country and knew their tenants and preserved and drank port and lived natural lives. These people play tennis instead of cricket . . .


  Why not?


  Dont interrupt me; Im in the middle of a speech. It isnt that I mind tennis, but it hasnt got the tradition value of cricket. Who ever heard of somebody
  refusing to do a shady thing on the ground that it wasnt tennis? And of course these modern people wouldnt refuse, anyhow. They play tennis with their rich friends instead of cricket
  on the village green with the blacksmith at one end and the second footman at the other. And instead of hunting hounds, or even subscribing, they tear round the countryside in cars making
  themselves a nuisance to everybody. Of course we breed Bolsheviks; who wouldnt be a Bolshevik when hes expected to go and stay with a long-necked man who spends his time pinching
  other peoples doorscrapers?


  Oh, Miles, I wish youd been one of those old-fashioned rich people who played cricket. Think what a lovely magistrate youd have been, if you can make speeches like that. Mr.
  Bredon, in remanding the prisoner, called attention to the growing habit of doorscraper-pinching, to which he attributed the falling off of enlistments in the local territorials. And you would
  write letters to the papers, and I would correct the spelling for you. However, its no good worrying over what might have been. Whats got to be is that Annies mother is ill and
  Ive got to let her go off home, and while shes away Ive got to have you looked after by somebody elses housemaids. You may not think the Hallifords much class, but their
  invitation was a godsend just now. And its Herefs for us tomorrow.


  Trust you to get out of it on a technicality of some kind. Why didnt you tell me about the domestic crisis before? And answer me this if you can; why on earth do the Hallifords
  want us there? Why did they rout me out at the office and send us about six invitations to dine? We arent their sort; we dont know the people they know; and its going to cost
  more in petrol getting there than it would cost getting in a deputy housemaid. Well, well, have it your own way. But remember, I take the patience cards. It isnt a business expedition
  this time.


  What good things Angela had been told about Herefordshire did not transpire, but certainly on a flawless day of summer it endeared itself by its approach. Sudden, conical hills thickly wooded,
  old grey archways that had once been lodge gates, pointing along grass-grown roads up avenues now meaningless, farmhouses older and more substantial than is our English wont, vistas, as you climbed
  a hill, of hops stretching across the fields, row upon row, like Venetian blinds; orchards of whitened trunks and fruit-laden boughs, little brick-and-timber villages huddling round duckponds, tall
  hedges with white-faced cows at the gaps in them looking at you with an outraged expression, as if they suspected you of being after the doorscraper  it was holiday enough, this afternoon
  drive, whatever hospitality awaited them at the end of it. There is a remoteness, a tuckedawayness, about our countryside where (especially) England of the English marches with her
  neighbours; here towns were scarce, and abbeys and bridges, because living was unsettled, and except where some accident of modern industrialism has intervened there are no landmarks to
  distinguish today from yesterday; only the rare castles lie in ruins, and there are no Roman roads, no remembered battlefields.


  Above all, when they reached it, the Wye had this atmosphere of seclusion. The road is for ever travelling close to it, as roads must when there is hilly country to be traversed, but always at
  just so much interval as gave you only tantalising glimpses of it; secretum meum mihi, it said, and kept you at a distance. The modernity of the bridges reminded you that it was not meant
  for traffic to cross; a ford here, a ferry there, had been enough till the other day to serve its rustic neighbours. The banks sloping precipitately, with trees older and more spreading than such
  as love the companionship of rivers, a bare scarp, sometimes, of red cliff rising two hundred feet out of the stream, hurrying rapids alternating with deep pools where the salmon jumped
  noisily  of all this they caught only an occasional view, but enough to whet their appetite for closer exploration. Certainly it seemed hard on this patient countryside, so far from London
  that the very speech of its inhabitants came near to the pitch-accent of the barbarian Welsh, that the Hallifords and their friends should have descended upon it; that their gramophones should
  pierce the stillness of its woods, their motor-boats foul the river, their metropolitan vulgarity drive the labourer further than ever into himself, further than ever away from the masters who
  hired his service. All this, be sure, Bredon rubbed into his wife relentlessly, and suggested more than once that they should lose their way, put up at a village inn somewhere, and have the
  country all to themselves.


  They did lose their way in the end, through the fault of an optimistic cartographer who promised them short cuts across a district with which he was plainly unfamiliar. Lastbury, the village for
  which they were making, disappeared suddenly from the signposts, and their informants bewildered them, as such informants will, by assuming a knowledge of the local landmarks which only a
  native could possess. In the end, they found that Lastbury Hall was a more natural objective than Lastbury village; it was impossible to miss it, once you were within a mile or two, you would see
  the silo standing out as plain as you would wish among the trees, Like as it might be a church tower, one imaginative mind suggested. And it was, finally, what looked like a round
  church tower that identified their destination for them. Telegraph wires pointed towards it, and it seemed clear that they were going to strike a farm road into the estate. But,
  insisted Bredon, still unenlightened, what on earth is a silo?
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