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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 wriers, 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
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  Chapter One


  Waiting at the crossroads while a lorry with a trailer, two cars, a bus and a man on a bicycle went by on the main road to Blanebury, Douglas Birch saw the lights in the
  Mellanbys house. He looked at them abstractedly, as abstractedly as he answered the good evening called out to him by the man on the bicycle. Only when he started to cross the road, it
  occurred to him to wonder who the man might have been, and why there should be lights in that house that evening.


  There were lights in most of the windows.


  Douglas frowned and the frown made his dark, round face with the soft mouth and prominent, dreamy eyes look peevish. A not very urgent sense of responsibility told him that he probably had a
  duty to go in and discover the reason for the lights. But the thought of this interfered with his concentration on the only subject that was capable of interesting him at present. For the last
  hour, on the walk that he took every afternoon after writing three thousand words of his novel, he had brooded on this one subject, deriving a bitter pleasure at being able to turn his whole mind
  to exploration of the pain it caused him.


  But now there were lights in the Mellanbys house.


  The problem of why they were there jerked his mind off its single track of suffering, sending it resentfully asprawl among practical matters.


  He walked on slowly, thinking that since there was no one to see him in the dusk he might easily walk straight on. He was a man of medium height, broad-shouldered, but with a soft and sedentary
  look about him, though his skin was deeply tanned showing that he spent much time in the open air. He was forty-one but looked older, except for an unchanging childishness in his expression. His
  dark hair had grown thin and, with the November wind blowing it about, had fallen in wisps about his ears. There was a roll of flesh above his collar. He was wearing an old tweed suit and heavy
  walking shoes.


  The Mellanbys house was about fifty yards down the road, on the right. It was a small stone house, standing in a neglected orchard, enclosed by a low, dry stone wall. The wall had been
  broken down in places and dead stalks of nettles and cow parsley stood tall in the grass between the leafless fruit trees. On the window frames and doors of the house the paint was blistered and
  peeling.


  Reluctantly Douglas turned in at the gate, crossed the small, paved court to the entrance and rang the bell.


  From inside he at once heard squeals of excitement, followed by a womans voice demanding instant quiet, then quick steps came to the door and it was opened by Robina Mellanby.


  She was a small, thin woman of thirty-three, with a thin, sharply pointed face in which the rather sombre grey eyes, with unusually long lashes, were the only arresting feature. She was dressed
  in jeans, a loose sweater and soiled white canvas shoes. Her brown hair was scraped off her face and tied back in a horses tail with a yellow ribbon. There was a black smudge down one of her
  cheeks. Some fragments of straw were sticking to the rough wool of her sweater and there were brown stains on the long, thin fingers of the hand that she held out warmly to Douglas.


  Seeing his eyes drop to the dirty hand, she said, Im so sorry. Its floor stain and actually its quite dry, but I havent had time to get it off. Itll
  need turps, I expect, and I cant remember where I left it. Do come in, Douglas. Its nice of you to come.


  I didnt know you were moving in today. Douglas stepped into the small, square hall, which was furnished with an open packing case full of books, a rolled-up carpet, a large
  and battered wardrobe and a copper coal scuttle that contained an electric iron, a rubber doll, a hammer and an inlaid ivory box. I thought it was happening tomorrow.


  So did I, Robina answered. So did Sam. Thats why hes in London. And thats why theres no coal yet, and why my charwoman didnt come, and why
  the milk wasnt delivered, although I rang up about it last night and they said it would be, and why the floor stain isnt dry wherever I want to put anything. But still, it
  hasnt really gone so badly.


  If Id known, Id have been glad to lend a handyou should have rung me up, Douglas said. Im cleverer than you might think with a
  screwdriver.


  Oh, youre too busy to disturb, Robina said. Besides, the telephone isnt connected. Its sitting there completely dumb and unresponsive, just when I
  really need it. And I have hadhelp of a sort, shall we call it?


  She laughed and gestured at her two children, who were standing side by side in a doorway, staring at Douglas.


  Yes, weve helped a lot, Miranda, the elder, said gravely.


  Douglas never knew how to talk to children. Giving them an uneasy smile, he went on speaking to Robina. I dont live so very far away, after all. You could have sent for me. And I
  really would have been glad to help. When does Sam get back?


  I think his train gets into Blanebury at six, she said.


  Then itll take him about twenty minutes to get here. He followed her into the sitting-room, where the furniture was more or less in place, though there was no carpet on the
  floor and the chairs, without their loose covers, showed the varied colours of their original faded and patched upholstery. Marthas coming on that train, he said.


  Robina switched on an electric fire that stood in front of the empty hearth. The two children, Miranda, aged six, and Miles, aged four, came into the room and perched on the arms of chairs,
  keeping their steady, grave stares on Douglas. Both children were very like Robina, thin-faced and grey-eyed, but were much fairer than she was, and about Miranda there was something intense and
  excitable that looked as if it could flare up easily into wild tempers or terrors. Both were dressed in grey shorts and red jerseys and were very dirty.


  As Robina had not replied to what he said, Douglas repeated this time with a curious insistent note in his voice: Marthas coming on that train.


  I thought she was staying in London. Robina slumped down in an armchair and stretched out with a sigh, as if it were a great luxury to sit for a moment. I wonder how
  were going to get that wardrobe upstairs, she said. I think well probably have to smash it up and burn it.


  You mean, Douglas said, the insistent note louder, you thought shed left me. Thats an idea people get from time to time when she goes away. Theyre
  wrong, however. She always comes home again. And shes coming home this eveningon the same train as Sam.


  Robina gave him a thoughtful look. Miranda, she said casually, why dont you and Miles go and take a last look at the garden before it gets too dark? And you might see
  if you can find another primrose in that jungle at the bottom.


  As the children ran out willingly, she went on, Would you believe it, they did find a primrose down there this morningin November! Fortunately theyre crazy about the garden,
  after six months of that furnished flat in Blanebury. Its helped to keep them out from under my feet today.


  Douglass prominent eyes had filled with embarrassment. Im sorryof course I oughtnt to have said anything of that sort in front of them, he said.
  I do apologize.


  It isnt that, she said. But if you want your private affairs generally broadcast and in a rather odd form, just say it all in front of them. They remember
  everything.


  He nodded. Im not used to children, you see. By the way, whats Sam supposed to be doing in London?


  Hes giving a paper at some scientific meeting or other, she said. He and Denis Ovenden went up together. When we got the removal peoples terse announcement
  yesterday that they were going to deliver the furniture today instead of tomorrow and that they trusted it would be convenient to us, he wanted to cancel going and stay at home, but
  obviously he couldnt do that. Anyway, Im quite used to moving. Ive really missed the charwoman more than Sam. Shed promised to come and get all the crockery washed up
  and cook some lunch and so on, which would have been wonderful, but of course I couldnt get her today, because she works somewhere else on Wednesdays. Actually I suppose Im very lucky
  to have got her at all. She stretched again, folding her stained hands behind her head and glancing round the half-furnished, still cheerless-looking room with a contented smile. It
  feels wonderful, you know, to be in a house of ones own at last. It certainly doesnt look much, but its got great possibilities. You may not have noticed them yet, but my
  loving eye can see them.


  Douglas was watching her curiously. He had met her only a few times and he had not yet decided what she was like, or come to any conclusion as to where she fitted into the tangle of his own
  life. Yet it might be important to clarify this point as soon as possible. She might be a help to him, or she might be a disturbing addition to the load of distress that he already carried.


  If only Id known . . . he began again. But then he suddenly thought with revulsion of spending an hour or two washing up, which might easily be his fate now if he were not
  careful. If Id known, he went on, Id at least have asked you and Sam in for dinner. As it is, Im not sure what there is in the house. Still, if itd
  be a help, I could go back and ask Miss Woods, and if there seems to be plenty of everything I could give you a ring . . . Oh, but your telephone isnt connected, is it?


  He thought he saw an amused gleam in Robinas eyes, as if she understood perfectly the thoughts that had slipped through his mind. But she answered sweetly, Thats awfully
  nice of you, Douglas. I wish we could, but weve no sitter-in, and Mrs Swinson insisted on bringing us in a dinner that shes cooked at home. Sams going to call for her on his
  way back from Blanebury. You know, I think weve come to live among awfully nice people.


  I hope youll go on thinking so, he said heavily.


  Mrs Swinsons been an angel, Robina said. She was Sams landlady before we marriedbut of course you know that. That was when Sam got to know you,
  wasnt it? Well, she really found the house for us, at least she told us it was going to be up for sale before it had even been put in the hands of an agent, and I fell in love with it at
  sight, though I dont think most people understand why. Sam didnt care for it much at first, but I convinced him that we could really make something of it and at much less cost than
  something that we took over in better condition. And its much more fun than taking over someone elses complete idea of a home.


  Of course, Douglas agreed, much more fun.


  In fact he could think of nothing that he would have disliked more than facing in cold blood a long campaign with builders and plumbers, and weeks spent in painting, papering and repairing,
  living in a smell of paint, tripping over rolls of wallpaper, searching for tools that someone else had just taken away from where he had put them down and having his mind continually prevented
  from slipping back into the dreams in which it found its limited measure of fulfilment.


  Robina went on, Mrs Swinson found us Mrs Booker too. Shes going to come in three times a week to clean. Three timesthink of it! I shall sit on a cushion, and if
  sewing fine seams is beyond me, I can always varnish my nails. And she says shell sit in in the evening sometimes, so that Sam and I can get out together occasionally. She told me she lost
  her husband recently, so shes glad to have something to do at night. I hope to goodness the children take to her.


  Mrs Booker? Douglas said. So youve got her . . . But then you could come in to dinner tomorrow, couldnt you? She could stay with the children and you
  and Sam could come over. And Martha would be there. Youand Samand Martha. He had not meant to space the words like that or to emphasize them in any special way, yet that was
  how they sounded to him as he spoke them.


  Robina looked at him intently. Why did you say that like that? So youve got her . . .  as if there were something the matter with her?


  So it appeared that she had not listened to more than the first few words that he said, which was perhaps as well.


  Oh, Mrs Bookers quite all right, he said. Perfectly all right. Very nice indeed, as a matter of fact. Youre in luck if youve got hold of her.


  You see, if Im thinking of leaving the children with her, Robina said, I have to be quite sure that shes all right. I liked what I saw of her and Mrs Swinson
  told me shed worked for her once and how her husband was killed in an accident last winter and how everyone liked her and was so sorry for her.


  Well, thats all quite true, Douglas said.


  Yet you spoke in such a peculiar way, as if it meant something special.


  Im sorry, he said, it didnt. I was only trying to ask you and Sam to dinner tomorrow evening, but . . .


  Thats awfully nice of you, Douglas. A bright smile lit up Robinas thin, sharp face. The trouble is, I dont know yet how Mrs Booker and the
  children are going to get on and if those two dont take to a person they can be such utter devils. So really it would be best if we could put it off for a few days. Could we do
  that?


  Of course. I just thought it might help. I just thought . . . He paused. He wondered whether or not to be annoyed because she had refused his invitation. The thought of what that
  dinner might have been like, with all its absorbing undercurrents, had an unpleasant fascination.


  Robina had sat forward in her chair. Her hands were linked round her knees, over which the rough blue cloth of her jeans was tightly stretched. Her sombre, long-lashed eyes, dwelling on his, had
  a question in them.


  You know, Douglas, theres something about you this evening. What is it? she asked. Is the book giving trouble?


  My books never give trouble, he answered, smiling evasively.


  I can hardly believe that, she said.


  Well, except for the sheer grind, of course.


  Is that what it is, sheer grind?


  A good deal of the time.


  But I should have thought your books sell so terrifically that you wouldnt have to grind an awful lot of the time.


  His soft mouth turned down at the corners. People have the most amazing misconceptions about the life of a writer, he said. They think of us as favoured beings, going where
  we like, working when we feel like it, free as the air. In fact, the really favoured people are the ones like your husband, who get good salaries for doing exactly what they want most to do and
  pensions when they stop doing it. And if theyre ill or worried sick, so that they cant think straight, they dont immediately find their earnings dropping and a black chasm
  opening up in front of them. They can even have their love affairs, when presumably they dont want to think, in relative security.


  But you just said your books never give you trouble, she said.


  They dontthat isnt what I meantthat isnt it at all.


  No, I suppose it isnt, she said.


  His eyes had dropped. She was looking at his hands, and he realized that, without his being aware of it, they had become fists. He stood up abruptly.


  Ive probably been working too hard, thats all, he said. He turned towards the door.


  She got up swiftly and was out of it ahead of him. She seemed to be incapable of moving slowly. Her walk was almost a run, as if she had no time to spare for getting from one place to
  another.


  They went out into the garden. The wind was cold but the sky was clear, with a dim, fading, bronze light along the horizon. From the garden the childrens voices reached them, ringing
  shrilly through the dusk in the old orchard.


  Douglas wanted to say something more before he left, to remove the impression that peevish speech of his must have made, but he could not think of anything to say. In his uncertainty he heard
  himself telling Robina, You know, it was down there that it happenedthere at the crossroads.


  What happened? she asked.


  Bookers accident. A hit-and-run driver. Terrible.


  He saw her shiver. At the same time she gave him one of her odd looks.


  He plunged on, Thats murder really, when you come to think of it. Have you ever thought about murder? He was dead drunk, I believe, the poor old boy, but they say he might have
  been saved if hed been taken to hospital right away, instead of left in the ditch all night. I hope you warn the children about the road. It looks quiet, but that crossroads is one of the
  worst spots I know. Thereve been several accidents there since we came to live here.


  Thank you for telling me, she said, Ill remember.


  And if I can help in any way . . .


  Thank you, Ill remember that too.


  Goodbye, then.


  Goodbye. Sam will be sorry he missed you.


  She waited by the gate, watching him as he started along the road.


  He walked fast, asking himself if she could really be as simple, as unsuspicious about Sam and Martha as she sounded. For instance, could she really believe that Sam had not wanted to buy that
  house? It did not seem possible, for if she had nothing much in the way of looks, she seemed to have intelligence.


  Yet it might be, he thought, that her intelligence was the explanation of her apparent attitude. At thirty she had been a widow, practically penniless and with two young children. Then she had
  succeeded in marrying a man with a safe job in the agricultural research station at Blanebury and a tolerable salary. In the circumstances, it was not unnatural for her to resolve to make the best
  of whatever bad job she might find she was being offered. A greater puzzle, really, than her behaviour, was what had induced Sam Mellanby to marry her.


  All the same, Douglas had to admit, she had charm of a kind. Each time that he met her, he had been freshly surprised at it, having forgotten it in the interval, because he found it difficult to
  think about charm except as derived from beauty. Robinas charm came from her eager energy, her unselfconsciousness, her intense concentration on whatever she had on hand. It was charm, in
  fact, as unlike Marthas as possible.


  And was that perhaps the explanation of Sams action? People talked about acting on the rebound, and he supposed that some of them were fools enough to do it. He himself had wanted only
  one woman in all his life and if he lost her there would be no rebound, but only that black chasm he had spoken of, that desperate nothingness.


  He walked faster still, passing the gates of his home and going on into the village towards the Lion and Lamb.


  But there was no question of losing her. He had a weapon that he could always use, quite quietly, quite safely, to prevent it.
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