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  Elizabeth Ferrars 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


  From early in the morning until late in the evening of the day on which Arnold Thaine was murdered, the rain fell.


  It fell steadily and quietly. There was no wind to drive it aslant and no perceptible motion of cloud across the low and level sky.


  This gave a kind of peacefulness to the streaming daylight and the pattering dusk. Other sounds died in the swish of the raindrops falling through the trees. Distances were blotted out of sight.
  Windows were closed against the long downpour. No one who could escape it walked the wet roads or the swamped field-paths.


  Only for a few minutes, during the morning, almost mysteriously, the sun shone. A narrow streak of blue appeared in the grey overhead and a rainbow arched itself suddenly above the puddled
  fields. But as soon as it was possible to be certain that this had happened, it was over. The brightness vanished and the rain came as before and did not cease until some late hour of darkness.
  Long before that time, Arnold Thaine had been murdered.


  In the room where his body lay, undiscovered for several hours, no one could have told when the rain stopped, for the room contained at least a hundred clocks, and their ticking, not unlike a
  crazily amplified echo of the rain itself, swallowed the sound of it, as the rain had swallowed other smaller sounds.


  The clocks ticked in a hundred different rhythms, loudly or softly, on high or low notes, some striking the hours sweetly and some with a jangle and some letting them pass without comment of any
  kind. But one thing all the clocks had in common. Every single one in that room, big or little, shabby or splendid, grotesque or beautiful, was wrong.


  


  * * *


  During the few minutes of sunshine in the morning, Justin Emery, coming out of his hotel into the market square of Archersfield, saw a girl in a scarlet coat descend from a
  bus.


  But for the sunshine falling on the brave red coat and on her bright, fair hair, he might not have noticed her, for he was hurrying to catch the bus before it started again. However, for a
  moment, as she reached the pavement, she stood in his way, facing him, and he received a vivid impression, that he later remembered clearly, of her sunlit youth and beauty.


  Looking uncertainly around her, she began to cross the square. A dog that had been sniffing along the gutter looked up as she approached and started to wag his tail. He was an ugly,
  surly-looking mongrel and the tail was only a stump, but he seemed to share in the feeling that Justin Emery took on to the bus with him, that the girl and the moment of sunshine were somehow
  connected and that, as she walked off in the direction of the Norman church, that she had probably come to Archersfield to see, she was carrying some of the gleam away with her, as if it were a
  private possession.


  By the time that the bus moved on from the square, the big raindrops were once more splashing into puddles which for those few minutes had shone with light, but now again looked dull and
  slimy.


  Justin asked the conductor to tell him when the bus reached Fallow Corner, then settled down in a seat at the rear and lit a cigarette. As he did so, he became aware that an uneasiness and
  slight depression had returned. It had been on his mind, except for those few minutes when the sun had so unexpectedly shone, ever since the evening before, when he had spoken to Grace DeLong on
  the telephone.


  It was only a vague feeling, this depression, a faint sense of discomfort. But it drew his brows into an unconscious frown and brought a guarded look into his large, intent eyes. The fault, he
  had been telling himself, had really been his own. Having been so incautious as to re-enter Grace DeLongs life abruptly by telephone, after an absence of six years, he had had no right to
  expect any great warmth in his reception.


  Yet that memory of the muteness of the instrument at his ear after he had told her his name, still worried him. Even the fact that after some minutes of hesitant conversation, she had invited
  him to lunch the next day and then had insisted on his coming early, because, of course, they would have so much to tell one another, had not removed the chill that had been caused by her having
  had nothing at all to say at the sound of his name.


  The rain covered the window beside him with a sheet of water. Through it he saw small, grey stone houses and after them flat fields. The autumnal hedges had been almost stripped of their leaves,
  except for an occasional hollybush, with its berries reddening.


  Berries plentiful and early, he remembered, were supposed to promise a cold winter. For a moment the thought pleased him. It was six years since he had experienced a real winter and he looked
  forward to it.


  But then the thought followed that when the time came he might no longer be here. This was a thought typical of him at present, that went with a habit he had of acting with a sudden
  impulsiveness which took the place of the power to make real decisions. Anything, he felt, might happen to him at any time. It was not in him to cause it or prevent it. But though he had sometimes
  been envied for the ease with which he uprooted himself, changing the whole course of his life, apparently, after a few minutes thought, the truth was that in the moment of sudden action he
  was nearly always beset by an intense reluctance to act at all, of longing for the strength to hold back, to take no part in what was about to happen.


  Fallow Corner! Far sooner than he had been expecting it, the voice of the conductor reached him, and the bus came to a stop under some dripping trees. Justin got up and jumped down
  into the road.


  As the bus moved on again, he saw, in the hedge on the other side of the road, the blue gate that Grace had described to him and beyond it the house that she had described. It was a grey stone
  house with a blue door outlined in pale yellow and with pale yellow window-frames. Such colouring alone would have identified the house as hers, without her description.


  Walking up the flagged path, bordered on both sides with cropped lavender bushes, Justin rang the bell. He was annoyed, but for some reason not genuinely surprised, when no one answered.


  He stood hesitating. A small porch sheltered him from the rain, but it was cold. Driving his fists down deep into his pockets and hunching his shoulders, he stood listening for the sound of
  movement within the house.


  He was a more forbidding figure, as he stood there, than he himself was aware. The loose raincoat made him look broader than he was and the lowered hat-brim, hiding the high forehead, from which
  the greying hair had receded, cast a shadow over the rather anxious brown eyes. His annoyance creased sharp wrinkles in his rather fleshy cheeks and gave his face a cadaverousness that was not
  natural to it. The damp cold made it pale.


  As he stood there, uncertain what to do next, it came to him all at once how familiar this experience had recently become, this standing before a closed door, waiting. Again and again, during
  the last few weeks, doors had not opened, telephones had not been answered, or, if they had been, only strange faces and strange voices had greeted him.


  And what could one ever do with a closed door but walk away from it?


  Justin!


  A car door had slammed in the road.


  Talking breathlessly, Grace DeLong, in a tweed suit that Justin was sure she had possessed six years before, came hurrying up the path from the blue gate.


  I saw the bus, I knew you must have got here, I was so afraid you wouldnt have waited. But I simply couldnt help it. I had to go to the Thaines.


  She held out both her hands to him.


  He brought his out of his pockets to grasp them. Hers were small, hard hands. Like his, they were cold.


  Im so glad you thought of coming, she said, still talking gaspingly, as if she had been running, instead of driving a car. Its one of the nicest things
  thats happened for ages. I thought youd gone for ever. But for ever!


  Her small, puppyish face smiled up at him, though her short-sighted eyes did not quite succeed in focusing on his. For a moment he thought that she was going to kiss him. But then she drew her
  hands out of his and grasped the door handle. The blue door swung open.


  It wasnt locked, she said. You should have gone straight in.


  I didnt know it wasnt locked, he answered.


  We never lock things here, she said, as if he ought to have known that without being told.


  Following her as she went inside, he felt as helplessly mute as she had been the evening before on the telephone. Yet she had not changed much, or so he thought at first. Her short, dark hair,
  swinging loosely as she tossed it back from her face in a rather consciously childish gesture, was hardly greyer than when he had seen her last. Her face had no more wrinkles than he had been
  prepared to find there. She moved with the same vigour as ever, in the same hurrying, uneven way, and in general the slight signs of the loss of youth had made little difference to her.


  However, when she looked him up and down and said, Youve changed, you knowyouve changed a great deal. You look as if things had been happening to you, she was
  putting into words something that had been forming in his mind concerning her.


  She went on: Id hoped you wouldnt have changed. Id hoped wed be able to pick up the past just as it was. Thats what weve always been able to do
  before. Thats to saywell, I dont know. But I dont seem to have the energy for new things now.


  Still at a loss what to say, he saw that she was waiting for him to reply.


  Who are these Thaines you mentioned? he asked. Arent they new?


  Arnold Thaine, she said, as if that explained everything.


  The name did evoke a faint feeling of familiarity. It was one that Justin thought that he ought to know. But Grace had always had a trick of making her acquaintances sound like people with whose
  names everyone should be familiar.


  Furniture design, Grace said. Hes done lots of other things too, but its been furniture now for a good many years. And clocks. But thats just a hobby.
  Actually, thats the rather crazy, putting-off side of him that I cant . . . Well, I dont know how to describe it, but just imagine a room full of clocks, all going, and a man
  sitting there in the middle of them to work. But hes wonderful, really, and sos his work. His workshops are near here. I went in one day by accident; thats how I got to know
  him and Hester. And Ive bought some of his things. Ill show them to you . . . Only why are we talking about the Thaines when you havent even started to tell me about yourself
  and what suddenly gave you the idea of coming all the way down here to see me? Was it really just to see me, or have you some scheme on hand?


  No, Ive no scheme, he said. I just wanted to see you.


  She frowned a little, as if she had to puzzle it out.


  Well, come in here, she said, opening a door into a small sitting-room. Well have some sherry and you can start telling me about things. But what made you ask me
  about Arnold?


  I dont know, he said. Though he had never been in the room before, it seemed familiar, for it had the same furniture in it, the modern paintings and the same rather bizarre
  kind of colouring, that he remembered in her house in London. It was just that I didnt know what else to say. I hadnt thought of its being difficult to pick up the threads, but
  it is, so I said the only thing that came into my head.


  Yes, she said, its difficult, of course it is. Theres too much to say and were both choked with it all. All the same, what made you mention the
  Thaines?


  It was you who mentioned them first, he said. You said youd had to go there.


  Oh yes. But that was nothing important. It was just something I wanted to ask them and as it happened, both of them were out, so I neednt have gone at all. If Id thought
  that thered be any risk of missing you, I shouldnt have gone. But your bus was a bit early, wasnt it?


  Quite likely, he said.


  In fact, it had been late. The bus should have left the square at ten minutes past eleven, but had actually done so at nearer twenty minutes past the hour.


  Im sure it was early, Grace said. It often is. Or terribly late. You never know which its going to be. Time doesnt mean anything to the people
  here.


  Except to the man with a roomful of clocks.


  Oh, but it isnt time that interests himall
  the clocks are wrong. Now which would you prefer, sherry orno, theres no gin left. I never can keep gin in the house these days, ever since Ben Eagan found out that Ive
  generally got it. You dont know Ben. He works for Arnold. Thats to say, hes learning the work from him, and when hes learnt it and developed a bithes very
  young stillhes going to be the more brilliant of the two. Even Arnold himself says so. But why do we keep on talking about those Thaines? You arent interested. Come and sit by
  the fireare you used to fires yet?and tell me all about the queer things youve been doing.


  None of them were very queer, he said.


  Oh, but with you things are always queer. To start life with a First in Philosophy, then get rich in industry, then disappear in Australia . . . But why did you disappear, Justin? What was the real reason?


  They had sat down on either side of a banked-up fire that Grace now jabbed at with the poker, so that flames burst through the black crust of coal dust and flickered up against the back of the
  chimney.


  The warmth of it, together with the sherry, began to drive out the chill of the rain. Stretching out comfortably in the deep chair, Justin said, I didnt think of it as
  disappearing. I always meant to write.


  Oh, one always means to write. Only one doesnt really. Isnt that the truth?


  Im not sure that it is. Its just that writings a bore. There were plenty of times when I wanted to see you.


  Wasnt there anyone else you did write to?


  My sisters, occasionally.


  Didnt you write to Marion Garston?


  I dont think I did.


  Wasnt she the real reason why you disappeared, Justin?


  The question annoyed him, but more, he believed, because it was almost difficult to remember the answer than for any other reason.


  Partly, perhaps, he said. I suppose that situation had got beyond me. But really I just suddenly decided, when I got to Sydney on that business trip that was supposed to
  last a month, that Id like to stay on. It was all so different. And suddenly I had an opportunity offered me to go into business with a mana new sort of business.


  What was it?


  Running a hotel.


  You!


  Why not?


  But why have you come home then?


  We sold out last summer.


  At a loss?


  Oh no, at a profit, a good profit.


  Grace threw back her head, laughing. The short, dark hair swung childishly about her face.


  Philosophy must be a wonderful training for life. Youre richer than ever now, I suppose.


  I never was rich, he said.


  It was Grace who had always been rich. First she had had wealth inherited from her parents, then more had come to her when her husband had died, one year after their marriage.


  But she had always chosen, for some unexplained reason, to mock Justin because he had turned out to be capable of earning good salaries in slightly unexpected kinds of job. She had always seemed
  to find this very funny and perhaps a little bit shocking.


  I suppose you know Marions married again, she went on.


  No, I dont know anything, he said.


  I believe that marriage too is a flop, Grace said. Thats what Ive been told. But I dont see her nowadays. She never liked me, except just at first,
  before shed met you. She was always madly jealous, even when there was no reason to be. I dare say thats why the marriages go wrong.


  He thought of telling her then how dim the image of Marion had become, and how little shock there had been to him in her information. However, instead, he said, Talking of disappearing,
  whod have believed, when you disappeared down here in the war, that youd have stayed on so long? I thought that the day the peace was signed, youd have been back in
  London.


  Why should I go back to London? she asked.


  Well, with the children at school, arent you alone a great deal?


  I rather like being alone. Besides . . . She paused, then appeared to forget to go on with her sentence.


  Besides, Justin concluded it for her in his mind, she wasnt alone. There were the Thaines. There was the brilliant young man who drank her gin. Probably it was all much as it had been in
  London.


  I like being alone, she repeated after a moment, with a curious aggressiveness in her tone, as if she were prepared to argue with him about it. I dont even have
  servants now. I hate the feeling of people around me all the time. I just have a woman in to clean once a week. So in a minute or two youll have to excuse me while I go and get the lunch. Or
  you can come and talk to me in the kitchen, if you like. Perhaps youd better do that, because quite soon after lunch Ive got to go out and I shant have seen half enough of you
  by then. By the way, how long are you staying in Archersfield?


  It brought him up short. He had hardly considered how long he intended to stay, but he had not expected to be dismissed by Grace immediately after lunch.


  To make matters worse now, she entered on a long, hurried and muddled description of all the things that she was compelled to do that afternoon. None of them sounded so important to Justin that
  a call on the telephone might not have delayed them. But for some reason he did not suggest that such a call should be made. Annoyance at himself for the impulse that had brought him here to
  receive such offhand treatment made him look bored and absent-minded. The worst of it was that he had half-expected it. Grace had always been like that.


  She seemed to sense the effect that her rambling explanations were having upon him, for suddenly breaking them off, she leant towards him and fixing her ill-focused eyes on his face, asked
  again, more insistently, How long are you staying in Archersfield, Justin?


  I was thinking of catching the evening train, he said, though he was not even certain that there was one.


  What, to-day?


  Yes.


  Oh no! No, you mustnt do that. Stay at least until to-morrow. Or the day after. But at least until to-morrow. Please.


  She stretched out a hand to him.


  Instead of being pleased by it, Justin was disturbed. The possibility that he might really intend to leave that evening seemed to have startled some sharp anxiety in her. He realised then that
  he had sensed this anxiety working in her ever since she had come hurrying breathlessly up the garden path towards him.


  Feeling some uncertainty in him, she went on rapidly, Ill call for you to-morrow morning with the car and well go and see the Thaines.
  Ill get Arnold to show you the workshops. Youll really find that worth while. Hes got some beautiful things in hand and its always fascinating to hear a real craftsman
  talking about his work. Then well get him and Hester and Ben too to come to the local with us. Youll enjoy that. And afterwards . .
  . She paused. Then she added in a low tone, You will stay at least till to-morrow, wont you?


  Well, he said, I suppose I


  She jumped up. Good. Now Ill go and get lunch and you can help yourself to some more sherry, then come along to the kitchen and talk to me while I cook. Not that Im clever
  enough to talk lucidly when Im trying to cook. It seems to take all my attention. Its such a nuisance, isnt it, having so little time to-day? But to-morrow itll be
  different. Well have lots of time to talk to-morrow.


  She hurried out.


  Justin finished the sherry in his glass, refilled it from the decanter on the table. But then he lingered in the sitting-room, not really much attracted by the thought of that talk in the
  kitchen.


  To-morrow, as Grace had said, they would have lots of time for talking. They would have lots of time for talking in the presence of other people, which might, after all, be the best way for him
  and Grace to talk at present.


  Was she in love with this man Thaine, he wondered. Was that the trouble?


  Then he told himself that perhaps there was no trouble at all, except the six years of unshared experience and the unalterable fact that Grace was a very irritating woman.


  


  * * *


  In that Justin was mistaken.


  Grace DeLong was in great trouble, as one glance at her white, rain-streaked face told him, when, late that same evening, she came suddenly into the hotel lounge, where Justin, with a last
  drink, was sitting alone by the fire, about to go up to bed.


  As soon as she saw him, her eyes brimmed over with tears. Hurrying across the room to him with her quick, uneven stride, she caught hold of his arm with both hands. By their tense grasp he could
  feel that her whole body was trembling.


  Thank God youre here, she said, then she choked and could not go on. But with her small, strong hands on his arm, she started pulling him towards the door.


  What is it?Grace, stop! he said. Whats happened?


  Its Arnold.


  Whats happened?


  Hes dead. Hes been murdered. Oh, come along quickly, Justin. Dont wait. We must go there at once. All along, this is what
  Ive been afraid of. And I was there . . .


  This time he did not resist her when she caught his arm. Together they went out into the darkness and the rain that still came pouring steadily down, as it had all day, hissing on the wet
  pavements, flooding the gutters and filling the night with a hasty, pattering sound, as of hundreds of clocks ticking.
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