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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


  THE STRANGER who had knocked at the door lifted his hat and said, Mrs. Jeacock?


  He was a short solid man of about forty. He had straight hair that had receded sharply from his temples, leaving a peak, like a cocks comb, jutting down in the centre of his heavy
  forehead. His cheeks were full and smooth and almost colourless. Between cheek and brow, his grey-green eyes looked as if they had sunk farther into his head than had somehow been intended, like
  crystallized fruit that have sunk too deeply into the icing on a cake. They were eyes that stayed empty and expressionless even while he smiled at Meg Jeacock.


  She had come to the door in her apron, with hands still wet from the washing-up that he had interrupted. She held them out before her, red and moist, showing that she was too busy to listen, if
  he had come to sell her something.


  I was given your address by Stokes and Bascombe, he said.I believe your house is to let furnished.


  Oh! On a note of surprise, she let her hands fall to her sides. Yesthats to say, not this house, its a cottage we own. She looked muddled and
  bewildered, not sure what she ought to do about it. Uncertainly she added, Come in, wont you? Ill tell you about it, if you like.


  She turned, untying her apron and dropping it on a chair in the narrow passage as she led the way into the sitting-room.


  It was a long room with a low beamed ceiling and a log fire, recently lit, crackling but still giving off no heat, in a great old fireplace. It was a shabby comfortable room, with bulb-bowls
  wherever there was room for them, and a great many books.


  Do sit down, Meg Jeacock said. Do you smoke? Will you have a cigarette?


  She was anxious and shy and overcome with perplexity at the right social tone to adopt with a prospective tenant. Picking up a box, half full of cigarettes, she held it out to him.


  My husbands busy, she said. I dont like to disturb him when hes working. But I can tell you all about the place and show you over. Only its
  awfully small, you know, and rather primitive, and not really furnished.


  She took a cigarette herself and let the stranger light it for her.


  She was a small woman of thirty-five, slender, neat and unobtrusive, with brown crisply curling hair that was parted in the middle and drawn back into a tight little knot. She had gentle brown
  eyes and small fine features. Her skin, naturally fair, had the biscuity tinge and the reddening on the cheekbones that comes from spending a great deal of time, all the year round, out of doors.
  She was wearing a green and red tartan skirt and red woollen jumper.


  The rent, she said, looking out of the window as she said it, finding it too hard to meet the mans eyes when she spoke of money, is four guineas a week.


  He nodded, as if he knew this.


  And really there are only two rooms and a tiny kitchen, with a bath in a sort of cubby-hole out of it.


  It sounds just what Im looking for. He had a dull colourless voice. I dont want a lot of bother.


  Are you by yourself, then? I mean, arent you married?


  No.


  Then youd want someone to come in and clean for you, I expect. It isnt always easy to arrange that.


  Im used to managing myself, he answered. Is there a telephone?


  Im afraid not. But you could always use ours.


  The cottage is near here, then?


  Oh, didnt I explain? Its reallyat least, it used to bea part of this house, but it was much too big for usjust my husband and me, you seeand such
  an awful lot of work. So we had the end partitioned off.


  But the cottage is self-contained? Its got its own entrance, and so on?


  Oh yes, its quite private. We even put up some quite high wooden fencing to give it its own bit of garden.


  I dont mind about the garden, he said.


  You dont? She sounded sorry to hear this. Its tiny, but its really quite pretty. Thereve been lots of aconite and snowdrops and now the crocuses
  are coming, and even a few primroses. You dont care for gardens?


  Id have it kept in order, if thats worrying you, he said.


  Well, I shouldnt like it to get out of hand, she said. With a house it doesnt matter so much, you can always put it right, but once a gardens got out of
  hand, its so difficult to catch up again. How long would you want it, dyou think?


  Suppose we talk that over when Ive seen it.


  But the same uncertainty that she had shown when she first brought him in still possessed her.


  Its really very small, she said, and the furniturewell, to tell the truth, we only put in a few odds and ends so that we could call it a furnished
  cottage and be able to get rid of the tenants if theyif they werent suitable.


  He smiled. Yet as it had when he first greeted her, his smile accentuated, rather than lessened, the look that had remained in his grey submerged eyesof not in fact regarding her at
  all.


  I understand that, he said.


  Of course, we might be able to lend you a few more things, if you wanted themor have you some furniture of your own? she asked him.


  I need only very little, he said. All I want is peace and quiet for a while. If I can have that, the rest doesnt matter much.


  Oh, you can have that, as much as you want of it! Well then, lets go and look at it. Just wait a moment while I get the key.


  She went out and hurried along the passage to the kitchen.


  The breakfast-dishes, which she had been washing when the stranger arrived, were on the draining-board. An electric kettle, filled with water with which she had intended to make some mid-morning
  tea, was boiling furiously. Some crusts of bread, which she had put aside for the birds, were on the table.


  First pulling out the plug of the kettle, she slipped on an old coat that was hanging on the back door, then she took a key from a nail on the wall, and gathering up the crusts of bread, went
  back to the sitting-room. But just before reaching it, she paused for a moment, listening.


  From somewhere upstairs came the faint and uneven but more or less continuous sound of a typewriter. That reassured her and she gave a quick secret little smile.


  As she led the stranger into the garden, she tore up the crusts and threw them on to the strip of lawn in front of the house.


  Im late this morning, she said. If you werent here, theyd all be here, clamouring. But they get used to new people very quickly.


  He seemed, however, to have no interest in the birds. She found this strange and regrettable.


  Going on along the path, a paved path that led up to a small painted wooden gate, she saw the strangers car, a new, small Jaguar, in the road beyond.


  She exclaimed, Oh, I forgot to say, there isnt a garage.


  That wouldnt matter much, if theres somewhere I can leave the car, he said.


  You really dont seem to want much.


  No, just somewhere I can stay quietly. I It was as if he had just seen that some explanation of his lack of needs might be necessary. Ive some work I
  want to finish. The flatness of his voice conveyed that he was leaving a great deal unsaid.


  So you wouldnt be staying very long, she said.


  Well see, well see, he muttered and stood still in the road, looking back at the house.


  It was a two-story house, built in the shape of an L, its walls of grey stone and its roof of moss-grown slates. It was the toe of the L, projecting towards the road, that had been converted
  into the cottage that was to let. The house stood about twenty feet back from the road, with its garden divided into two parts by a new high wooden fence. A big horse-chestnut, with large pale buds
  swelling on its twigs and crocuses dotting the grass under it, stood in the garden that belonged to the smaller cottage. A hornbeam hedge enclosed both gardens. Here and there at the foot of the
  hedge gleamed an early primrose.


  Going ahead of the stranger, Meg Jeacock unlocked the door of the cottage and led the way into a square stone-paved room, which at one time had been a store-room. But recently a new slow-burning
  grate had been installed there and the walls had been painted cream. There was a rush mat in front of the fireplace, a wooden armchair with worn brown velvet cushions, a cheap gate-legged table in
  the middle of the room and there were two Windsor chairs drawn up to the table. The one curtainless window looked out towards the road.


  Very nice, the man said in his colourless voice, hardly troubling, so it seemed to Meg, to look around him.


  She showed him the tiny kitchen and the even smaller bathroom leading out of it. Then she took him up the dark little staircase, which shot steeply upward out of what looked like a cupboard
  beside the sitting-room fireplace, to a door that opened into the only room on the upper floor.


  This room had two windows. One faced towards the road. The other, which was in the wall that projected at right angles to the house next door, overlooked the neighbouring garden. Neither window
  had curtains. The ceiling was low, with a thick, dark beam across it. The uncarpeted floor was of freshly stained boards. There was a divan bed, a cheap chest of drawers and a Windsor chair like
  the chairs in the sitting-room.


  You see, Meg said, it really isnt furnished.


  The man walked to the window that faced the road and stood looking out of it. He had thrust his hands into the pockets of his tweed overcoat, which, like his car, looked new and fairly
  expensive. He seemed to be looking for something from the window, though there was not much to be seen but the narrow road winding past the house and a ploughed field opposite, with a footpath that
  skirted it and disappeared into a small group of trees, still leafless except for the first faint misting of green on the larches.


  Looking out, he asked, How far to the village?


  East Shandon? A mile and a half, Meg said.


  Theres a house there called Shandon Priory. Is that right in the village?


  No, its on the river. Actually its nearer than the village and by that short-cut thereshe pointed at the footpathits only about a quarter
  of a mile. But its muddy at this time of year.


  He turned and took another look round the room.


  Ill take it, he said. Its just what I want. Ill give you a cheque for three months rent in advance and Ill move in this evening. My luggage is at
  my hotel in Carringdon. Ill collect it and buy some essentials and attend to one or two things and be out here probably about six oclock. He took a cheque-book and fountain-pen
  out of his pocket. Shall I make this out to you or your husband and whats the initial?


  Meg drew her breath in sharply, startled at the speed of it.


  Oh, but . . . she said.


  Three months rent at four guineas a week, he said.


  Yes, but . . . The shy anxious look had returned to her face.


  References? he said. Ill give you my bank. And I can give you the names of one or two people, but they wont mean anything to you. Ive been out of
  England for a long time and Im out of touch with things.


  I really ought to consult my husband first, she said.


  All right.


  But hes busy now.


  For the first time she saw some expression come into the mans face. She was not sure what the expression meant, but just for an instant something glinted disturbingly in his dull
  grey-green eyes.


  She went on hurriedly, You see, if its only for three months . . . I mean, Id thought of a year at least. We dont want the bother of continually looking for
  tenants.


  I didnt say I was coming only for three months. He uncapped his pen. Im giving you three months rent in advance because I cant do much in the way of
  references. Now shall I make this out to you or your husband?


  To meMargaret Jeacock. But still . . . She stopped, seeing him writing. Still looking worried, she accepted the cheque when he held it out to her.


  Ill be back at six oclock this evening, he said.


  I dont even know your name. She was trying to read the signature on the cheque, a bold scrawl, dashed off with a flourish, heavily underlined and quite illegible.
  Chilby, he said. Gerald Chilby.


  Only we shant be in at six oclock this evening, she said. Weve both got to go out.


  Leave the door unlocked then.


  I suppose that would be all right, she said dubiously.


  But as if the cheque that she was holding carefully between two fingers, waving it a little to assist the drying of the ink, were the flag of some modest private victory, she suddenly became
  brisk and confident.


  Starting down the stairs, she said, We could let you have some coal, till youve got some of your own, and I can tell the milkman to call in the morning, and the baker comes on
  Tuesdays, Thursdays and SaturdaysIll get you a loaf to-day, if you like.


  Thanks, Chilby answered. Ill be glad of that.


  I can spare you some blankets too, and some crockery. And you must let me know if theres anything I can do for you.


  Thanks, he said again.


  And you must meet my husband to-nightor perhaps to-morrow.


  She went on chattering, thinking of more and more things that she could lend him and he went on muttering thanks from time to time until he had got into his car and driven away in the midst of
  one of her offers.


  She stood in the road until the car was out of sight. Then she took another thoughtful look at the cheque, at the signature, which was like a deliberate exhibition of something violent and
  exaggerated in the very suppressed personality of the man who had been there, and at the sum of fifty-four pounds twelve shillings, for which the cheque had been made out.


  Looking at the figures, her face lit up with a brilliant smile. She turned and ran into the house.


  She went to the kitchen. Folding the cheque tenderly, she put it into her battered handbag, which was on the dresser, then, with a glance at the clock and, when she saw the time, a startled lift
  of her eyebrows, she snatched up a teacloth and started drying the cups and saucers that she had left on the draining board. As she did so, she hummed to herself in a soft excited voice.


  By the time that she had put the crockery away, straightened the kitchen, made up the fire in the sitting-room, written a note for the baker and put it on the back doorstep, the time was
  half-past eleven. Putting on her coat again and picking up her handbag, she went to the bottom of the stairs.


  Marcus! she called.


  The sound of typing in a room upstairs continued for a moment, then stopped.


  Im going to Carringdon now, she called.


  Dont we get any tea this morning? Marcus Jeacock called back.


  Im sorry, darling, I simply havent had time and Ive got to go now to meet Kates train.


  I thought it didnt get in till twelve-twenty-five.


  No, but there are some things I want to do before I go to the station.


  She heard some sort of an exclamation and then one or two keys fiercely struck on the typewriter.


  Letting herself out into the garden, she pulled the door shut behind her and ran to the garage.


  The Jeacocks car was pre-war. Manuvring it out into the road, Meg drove at rather more than her usual speed towards Carringdon, a small town about two and a half miles beyond the
  village of East Shandon. By herself, Meg was a more vivid person than she ever was in the company of others. The diffidence, the uneasy effort to please, that so often stiffened her features into a
  set pattern of anxiety, disappeared then and allowed her small weather-browned face to glow with animation.


  She reached the car-park in the square in the centre of Carringdon at ten minutes to twelve. Though that gave her plenty of time to reach the bank before it closed, she could not stop herself
  hurrying, as if there were a risk that the doors might be shut in her face.


  Running up the steps, she found the bank filled with the usual last-minute Saturday morning crowd. Worming her way through it, she found a pen and an inkpot and wrote her name on the back of the
  cheque.


  The sight of it gave her pleasure and she smiled at her own small neat signature.


  Then she took her place in the queue. Her air of haste and of unusual excitement did not leave her until she had handed the cheque in over the counter and emerging again into the street, had
  turned towards the station where she was to meet the twelve-twenty-five from London.
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