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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
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  Chapter One


  IN THE dim light of the staircase Helen Gamlen did not recognise the man standing on the half-landing below her. She thought that his ringing her bell
  had probably been a mistake and that he was looking for someone in one of the other flats.


  She said inquiringly, Yes?


  But, as she waited, she realised that he was taking a curiously long time to make up his mind to answer. He was looking up at her intently, making no move to continue up the stairs.


  Suddenly a suspicion came to her that he was remaining deliberately in the shadows, where she could hardly see him.


  Whom do you want? she asked more sharply.


  His scrutiny of her out of the shadows ended with a laugh.


  I was afraid that you might not be glad to see me, he said, but I never thought


  Martin!


  Her heart pounded. Taking a step forward, she stood peering down at him with a wondering stare.


  She saw that he had changed very little in three years. His thin, brown face was still as vividly expressive. His dark eyes, bright as ever, were still as arrogant. It seemed impossible now that
  she should have failed to recognise him, even momentarily and in the near-darkness of the landing. Yet something in her held on to a doubt of his identity and wanted intensely to hold on to that
  doubt.


  Martin Andras put a foot on the next stair. Arent you going to let me in? he asked.


  Of course, she said. But you took me by surprise, Martin. For a moment I couldnt believe it.


  And after all, why should you, after all this time? Why dont you say that too, Helen?


  She managed to smile with a look of false calm. Are we going to quarrel even now? Is that what youve come for?


  No, he said, coming up the stairs towards her. But you lookedyes, standing there looking down at me, you looked as if you hated me. And that took me by surprise too.
  I thought that by now I could count on your having no feelings about me whatever.


  Perhaps thats rather much to have expected. She turned towards her door.


  If you dont want me to come in, he said, I can stay here. Theres something I have to ask you, but itll take only a few minutes. Then I can go away
  again.


  Is that what youd prefer?


  If it were, should I have come at all? he asked. Id have telephoned or written a letter.


  Then come in, she said. Now that Im getting over the surprise, Im very glad to see you. And if youd thought of telephoning to warn me that you were
  coming, you could have avoided seeing the effects of shock.


  If Id telephoned, you might have told me not to come, he said.


  He followed her into the flat. There was still a suddenness, impulsive but uncertain, in his movements, that gave his slender but powerfully built body a kind of boyishness, though by now he was
  at least thirty.


  Walking towards the gas fire that had been installed in the square Georgian fireplace, he held out his hands to it, then turned and looked thoughtfully about the room. It was a high room with
  tall windows, covered by long, pearl-grey curtains and with tall double doors at one end that led into Helens bedroom. The walls were covered in panelling, painted white. All the colours
  were pale and cool, except for the crimson of some dahlias in a glass bowl on a low table and the bright bindings of the books on the shelves.


  Helen herself looked pale and cool. She was fair, grey-eyed and small, dressed in the grey suit in which she had just returned from the art-school, where she had recently started teaching. But
  just now there was an unusual brightness in her cheeks.


  Going to a cupboard, she took out a decanter and two glasses.


  Sherry, Martin? Im afraid its all I can offer you.


  He nodded, his eyes on the movements of her hands.


  She went on, You said you wanted to ask me something.


  She could think of nothing that he could genuinely need to ask her, since their lives no longer touched at any point.


  Now that Im here, he said, there are lots of things I want to ask you.


  But there was some particular thing?


  Oh yes. Ill tell you about that presently. But first I want to ask how things are going with you. Youve a job at an art-school?


  Yes.


  Dyou like it?


  Well enough. And you, Martin? Architectures paying off quite well, isnt it? I saw the designs that won you that competition. She handed him a glass of sherry.
  I was impressed.


  He looked as if he had not heard what she said. He was still watching her intently, his dark, bright eyes following carefully the motion of her hand as she lifted her glass to her lips.


  She remembered this way he had of seeming to listen very little to what was said to him, though afterwards, in one way and another, it appeared that he had heard it all.


  Well, she said, sitting down in a low chair near the fire, what else can I tell you?


  He said abruptly, You arent married?


  Didnt you see the same old name on the doorbell?


  That doesnt always mean much, these days.


  Well thenno, Im not. And you?


  No.


  That, she said, staring down into her glass, surprises me a little.


  Why? he asked. When you remember the things you said to me about myself the last time we were together, why should you be surprised that another woman wouldnt risk
  marrying me?


  The things I said . . . ?


  Dont you remember them? Ive never been able to get the sound of them out of my head. And when I saw you on the stairs just now with that look on your face, I thought, God,
  she still hates me as much as ever, shell never get over hating me.


  I never hated you, she said. And if you dont go on trying to pick a quarrel with me, I wont start now.


  I pick a quarrel . . . ?


  Helen began to laugh.


  For a moment his gaze on her face remained brooding and concentrated, then he laughed too, and looking round, for a chair, settling himself, said, Honestly, the last thing Id have
  thought, when I decided to come here, was that we could possibly quarrel. Id never have thought that we had it in us any more. Three years is a long time, you know.


  What happened? Helen asked. Why didnt you marry her?


  Do I have to talk about it?


  I feel a certain curiosity.


  Suppose I satisfy it some other time, then, when Ive got a little more used to you.


  Is there going to be another time?


  He raised an eyebrow. All right, he said, why shouldnt I talk about it? Havent you realised yet that that marriage was entirely your own idea? No one but you
  ever thought it was going to happen.


  That isnt true, she said. Myra told me


  Ah, he said, Myra. But I didnt think that even you believed it. I thoughtdont you know what I thought, Helen?


  No, and perhaps after all I dont really want to know. Suppose you tell me now what it was that you came here to ask me.


  Oh, that, he said. That was just something about your aunt, Mrs. Colliver.


  Aunt Violet? she said in a startled voice.


  But the look of inattention was back on his face, the look of having absorbing thoughts of his own to pursue, of not hearing what was said to him.


  You know, I really did believe, when I decided to come here, that I didnt mean to start us talking about ourselves, he said. But that may have been self-deception. I
  may just have waited for a good enough excuse to come and see you. Id wanted for a long time, for my own satisfaction, to find out why things happened as they did. I never believed in that
  jealousy of yours, I thought it was just a pretext for getting away.


  Martin! Leaning forward, she raised her voice a little. What do you want to know about Aunt Violet?


  I want to know whether youve any reason to think shes alive, he said. But listen, Helen, seeing you on the stairs just now with that look on your face, it
  seemed to me all of a sudden that I could have been wrong. That that jealousy could have been real, that you could actually have believed all those things you said. And in that case . . . He
  made a small gesture with one hand as if he were brushing something away from him. In that case, I could have spared myself a lot of misery, just by using my head.


  Helen stood up. It was a swift movement and she followed it by a few steps across the room, but then stood still.


  She was warning herself not to listen too carefully to what Martin was saying, or to look at him more than she could help. The mere sight of him stirred her as much as it ever had.


  Whyever shouldnt Aunt Violet be alive? she asked.


  He frowned as if he found this an irresponsible change of subject. You havent heard anything special about her, then? he said.


  No, but I should have if anything had happened to her.


  Are you sure?


  Of course I am. That is . . . Well . . . She came back to stand before the fireplace, looking down at him. What has happened to her? Youve come here to tell me
  something, havent you, not to ask me anything?


  For a moment his inattentive look persisted, but then he seemed reluctantly to accept the necessity of talking about this subject that he himself had raised.


  Does it surprise you, he said, to hear that she hasnt been seen in the village for more than a year?


  It did surprise Helen very much. Her aunt, Mrs. Colliver, had lived in the village of Burnstone in Berkshire for thirty years. For twenty-five of those years she had been housekeeper to
  Martins grandfather, Laurence Delborne, and on his death she had continued to live in his house, which he had left her, together with a surprisingly large income, for her lifetime. It had
  always seemed certain that she would live there till she died.


  However, Aunt Violet was capable of doing unexpected things. At the age of fifty-seven, two years after the death of old Mr. Delborne, she had gone on a holiday to Bournemouth and had returned
  with a husband, Elvin Colliver. After that it had never seemed quite possible to take her behaviour for granted.


  What are you suggesting, Martin? Helen asked.


  Im not suggesting anything, he said. I came simply to find out if you knew anything about her. Ill explain why. You remember some people in Burnstone called
  Hindmarch?


  Yes. They lived in a white house with some wistaria on it. Quite kind, but awful busy-bodies.


  Yes. Well, a fortnight ago Mrs. Hindmarch wrote to my mother, saying shed heard that Uncle Laurences house would come to her on Mrs. Collivers death, and that
  therefore perhaps shed be interested to hear that the property was going to rack and ruin. Mrs. Hindmarch being as you described her, Mother was inclined not to bother about the letter, but
  then, on further thought, she sent me down to find out what it was all about.


  But Aunt Violet would never neglect that house! Helen said.


  I told you, Mrs. Colliver hasnt been seen in Burnstone for over a year, Martin said. Colliver and a sister of his live there on their own. And the house itself, as a
  matter of fact, wasnt in too bad a state. It needed some paint and a few odd repairs, thats all. But the mess inside the house, the squalor of it, and the state of the
  gardenIm not excessively critical about domestic things, but I almost fled from that place, Helen. Apart from the dirt, there are cats all over the place and a pet snake and a
  smell you could cut with a knife. And there are thistles as tall as myself in the rosebeds and the lawns produced a nice crop of rotting hay.


  Its incredible, Helen said.


  It would be if your aunt were around, he answered. But she isnt.


  And soand so you actually think She could not finish the sentence.


  Lets face it, Martin said. If your aunt were to die, the Collivers would have to give up the house and a steady income too to my mother. Rather than do that, they
  might prefer to conceal her death. And dont say thats incredible. Once youve seen Miss Colliver and met her tame rattlesnake and been rapped and tapped at by some of the tame
  spooks she keeps in the house, and encountered the cobwebs and the smell, youll be ready to believe shes capable of anything. Im not joking, Helen. I came back really worried
  about your aunt.


  Didnt you ask the Collivers where she was?


  Of course. And they said she was away on a visit.


  No details?


  None.


  All the same, Helen said, Im sure Aunt Violets all right. I had a postcard from her sometime in the summer.


  Are you sure that the postcard came from your aunt?


  She gave an exclamation of exasperation. Martin, whats the matter with you? Are you looking for trouble?


  He did not answer immediately. Emptying his glass, he set it down and again thrust his hands towards the gas-fire. Instead of looking up at Helen, he looked down at his hands.


  Listen, he said, Ive an idea you may have leapt to a conclusion about this interest of mine in your aunt. As I said just now, if she were dead, that house, which I
  suppose would sell for five or six thousand pounds, besides that nice steady income of a thousand or so, would come to my mother. And she could do with both, of course. Im not trying to
  deceive you about that. All the same, I came here not to get you to help me to prove that Mrs. Collivers dead, but in the hope that you could reassure me that shes still
  alive.


  You didnt need to explain that. Helen picked up his empty glass and refilled both it and her own. But I did have a postcard from Aunt Violet a couple of months ago. A
  picture-postcard. I think it came from Torquay. Ive probably got it somewhere. And apart from that, I cant help remembering that you always had a leaning to drama.


  Do you think you could find the postcard?


  Helen shrugged her shoulders and turned towards a bureau in a corner of the room.


  She realised, as she did so, that she did not want to produce the card. She could not have said quite why, but she had a feeling that by producing it she would in some way be playing into
  Martins hands. He had some purpose in these questions which so far he had kept to himself. She knew him too well to have missed the signs of this. The tension of those long, finely-modelled
  hands that he was still holding out to the fire, together with his unwillingness at first to tell her what he had come to ask her, followed by his insistence on talking about it, made her feel
  certain that his interest in her Aunt Violet was not as simple as it appeared.


  Not that Helen doubted his statement that he had no special impatience for his mother to inherit his uncles house and money. Such a feeling would have been too uncomplicated for Martin.
  Besides, there was no greed in him. Unless he had changed deeply in three years, possessions were almost abnormally unimportant to him.


  She saw the postcard in a corner of a drawer of the bureau, protruding from a heap of old letters. As her hand touched it, she had an impulse to thrust it out of sight under the scattered
  papers. But her own curiosity made her draw it out.


  It was an ordinary picture-postcard, showing a view of Torquay. On the back of it was written, Having a lovely time here. Why dont you come and join me, dear? Im at the
  Green Mount Residential Hotel, ever so comfortable, and Ill be here a month or so. Do come if you have time. Love from your old Auntie.


  Martin reached for the card with one of his sudden movements.


  It does look like her writing, he said.


  Of course it does, Helen said.


  You didnt think of going?


  No, Id made plans to go to the South of France.


  Did you answer the card?


  I sent her onefrom Avignon, I thinknot to the hotel, but to Burnstone. I thought shed probably have gone home already.


  And youve heard nothing since?


  No, but Id never expect it. Picture-postcards on holidays and birthday cards and Christmas-cards form nearly the whole of Aunt Violets correspondence.


  Martin turned the card over and seemed to study carefully the view of hotel roofs and tree-covered cliffs. Then he looked back once more at the few lines in Violet Collivers rounded, not
  quite educated writing.


  A month or so, he said thoughtfully. That means she might still be there.


  Do you know what I think? Helen said.


  He did not answer, but went on looking at the card. There was no sign that he was listening to her.


  Helen went on, If its true that she hasnt been seen in Burnstone for a year and is paying quite long visits to seaside hotels, it looks as if marriage to Elvin Colliver
  hasnt turned out all that shed hoped, and being the gentle creature that she is, instead of putting up a struggle to push him out of her house, shes quietly gone away herself
  and stayed away as much as she could.


  Martin still did not answer. Without making any comment on what she had said, he was glancing about the room. Then he asked, Do you mind if I use your telephone?


  Go ahead.


  He began by ringing up Directory Inquiries, then, with the information he obtained, he rang up the Green Mount Residential Hotel in Torquay. When a voice answered him, he asked two or three
  questions, then put the telephone down again.


  Well, thats that, he said.


  There was a finality in his tone that made Helens heart lurch.


  What is it? she asked sharply.


  He came slowly back to the fireplace.


  She was at the Green Mount until about a fortnight ago. At least, a woman was there who answers to her description. When she left, she gave a forwarding address, Shipleys End,
  Burnstone.


  Exasperated again, Helen exclaimed, And I thought from the way you spoke that she must be dead at least! Martin, what is the matter with you? Why are you trying to create a drama
  out of poor Aunt Violet? She leaves a hotel and she gives her own home as a forwarding addresswhatevers the matter with that?


  A drama? he said savagely, coming abruptly out of his private world to stare at her with anger. Dont you understand even now what Im trying to say to you.
  She hasnt been seen in Burnstone for more than a year! And Colliver . . . Whos Colliver? Who knows anything about him, except that he certainly married her for her money? And
  that garden, Helenthat garden with thistles six foot high and docks and brambles. . . Wouldnt that be an easy place to hide a body, Helen?
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