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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 July evening was a fine one. Another fine one. Such weather, thought Professor Dirke, as he started the short walk from his home to the Maybush, could not possibly last
  much longer.


  But as it happened, it did not matter to him personally whether it lasted or not. In three days time he would be in the South of France. And for others, no doubt, it would be best if the
  drought were not to continue. Looking at his neighbours gardens, he noticed that in the last day or two the grass had acquired an unfamiliar brownish tinge, that the dark earth looked grey
  and dusty, and that flowers that should have been in their prime were shrivelling before they had opened.


  That morning he had seen a notice in the post office, prohibiting the use of water in the gardens.


  Rain, rainwe need rain, he said.


  He spoke half-aloud, but entirely insincerely. For the sake of his own garden he would have been delighted if a few heavy showers could have fallen in the dead of night. Yet how could anyone,
  whose senses responded to sunshine and warmth and to a sky of tranquil brightness, honestly want such weather to end? How could anyone, during weeks which had been almost as golden and calm as the
  fabulous summers of everyones childhood, start crying for rain?


  But Alistair Dirke did not pretend to be any sort of a countryman. He had been born in a London suburb. He had been educated at University College School and at London University. He had been
  lecturer, senior lecturer and reader in universities in various northern industrial cities. Then, thankfully, he had returned, as professor of social anthropology, to a London college, and, given a
  free choice, he would probably still have been living in London.


  Not that he was dissatisfied with life in the village of Rollway. He was one of the fortunate people who can work in trains, so the journey was no disadvantage to speak of; the small Georgian
  house, with its quiet garden and its view of the downs, was a delight; the neighbours were pleasant; the Maybush was pleasant. And Rose, so she said, was happy. Happy and grateful because he had
  given her so much of what she wanted.


  To have been anything but satisfied would have been highly unreasonable, and Alistair, for a professor, was a rather reasonable man. That is, until the last few weeks, he had assumed that that
  was what he was, though at the moment his security in the belief was a little shaken. As the long shining days of this most remarkable summer in living memory had followed one another, his own
  private horizon had been darkened by a growing cloud, and a cloud so unlikely to have any real existence in his clear sky, and so preposterous in shape, that he could explain it only as the product
  of a hysterical imagination.


  Fortunately, the cloud was not yet a very large one. By a slight exercise of will, he was able at most times to ignore the shadow it cast. Earlier that evening it had been much on his mind,
  interfering with his attempt to work on some statistics that he had collected on the way that the agricultural labourer spends his wages, but now, walking towards the Maybush, and pausing to look
  at the herbaceous border in the vicarage garden, his mind was almost as serene as he felt that it should be. Or so he managed to convince himself, as he dropped the stub of his cigarette on the
  ground and conscientiously set his foot upon it, since in weather like this it would be the easiest thing in the world to start a fire. Yet the truth about him was that as he did so, he looked
  rather as if he were planting a foot on a fallen enemy; an enemy, furthermore, who might yet rise up and smite him.


  If he had no awareness of this, it was in the main because he had very little awareness of his appearance, though, on the whole it was attractive and distinctive. At forty-four he was a slight,
  quick-moving man of medium height, with a crest of thick brown hair above a high narrow forehead, grey eyes of singular brightness and intentness, thin cheeks, a long chin and a friendly and
  responsive manner.


  Reaching the Maybush, he found the door standing wide to let in as much coolness as possible. In the bar was the usual crowd of known and half-known faces, and among them, as he had expected,
  that of Henry Wallbank, whose eyes met his as he entered.


  They said good evening to each other, then in apparent surprise, Henry said, Rose not with you?


  He was a tall, bald man of about fifty-five, with a heavily lined face, covered with minute red veins, heavy pouches under his eyes and rimless spectacles that never sat quite straight on his
  short broad nose. With his chin nestling between the wings of a high stiff collar, his loose-fitting suit of shepherds plaid, and his stringy black tie, he always made Alistair feel that he
  must have stepped out of the illustration of some old and faintly musty book. In fact, it was from a museum that he had emerged. He was Director of the Purslem Collection, a collection of
  furniture, pictures, porcelain and other precious things, housed in one of the big houses of the neighbourhood.


  Shes gone to a W.I. meeting, Alistair answered him. Hows Agnes?


  Automatically, if one met Henry, one asked how Agnes Wallbank was.


  Not too good, not really good at all. Her back again, Henry answered. Ill have to tell them in the meeting to-night that I dont think shell be able to
  help at all at the fte. Alistair . . . He moved his face closer to Alistairs ear. Id like a word with you afterwards. Somethings come up Id like to
  discuss with you. Perhaps we could walk home together after the meeting.


  Of course, but Rose may be picking me up here, if the W.I. meetings finished in time, Alistair said.


  Nothing she shouldnt hear, Henry said. Hoped to see her, anyhow. Best like that, really. . . .


  He broke off as some other members of the committee of the Rollway Village Produce Association, which was to meet that evening in the Maybush, to discuss some final arrangements for the annual
  fte and flower show in the village, came in at the door.


  The meeting, as usual, was held in a back room of the Maybush. The business dealt with seemed to Alistair immensely complicated, but so it did at all meetings of the Association. Listening to
  the secretary recalling arrangements agreed upon the month before for the hiring of marquees, the printing of posters to advertise the fte, the purchase of ice-cream and minerals, the
  movement of tables from the village hall to the field where the fte was to be held, and for returning them safely from the field to the village hall, the nominating of people to take charge
  of the various side-shows, and so on, it occurred to him that most of the complexity arose from the fact that there was a traditional way in which all these activities had to be performed, and
  tradition, while simplifying everything wonderfully if you understood it, was the very devil if you didnt.


  The meeting turned out a long one, as such meetings always did, and it was dusk already when he and Henry started walking homeward together, a hot still dusk, with a greenish glow in the sky and
  no leaf stirring.


  A group of young men and girls from South Rollway, the Council estate that had recently been added to the village, and was the source of most of its more spectacular problems, were chattering
  noisily on a corner, but once Alistair and Henry had passed these, the road ahead of them was quiet and empty.


  Cant last much longer, this weather, Henry observed as they walked along. Oughtnt to want it to, really. Poor look-out for the flower show if we dont
  get some rain soon. And they say the water situation in Manchester is getting serious.


  All situations in Manchester are serious, Alistair said.


  Eh? Henry said uncertainly, and they walked on a little way in silence. Then Henry remarked, Rose didnt come.


  No, Alistair said.


  Probably had all she could take and gone straight home. Crime, really, to spend an evening like this indoors.


  This thing you wanted to talk about . . .


  Oh, yes. Its a favour I wanted to ask, Henry said. If its true youre going to Monte Carlo for your holiday.


  Well, were going to Cap Martin.


  Lucky fellow. Cant remember when I got abroad last. Dont even bother to get my passport renewed now. No good trying it with Agnes the way she is. No good suggesting it,
  even. She always agrees, of course, then gets so excited at the idea it crocks her up. Henrys voice was heavy and gloomy. Anythings better than that, especially after
  that last operation. Made things worse rather than better, I believe.


  To comfort him, Alistair said, Its just a habit with us, going abroad. And, of course, it gives Rose a break in the housekeeping. But with weather like this, Id really just
  as soon stay at home.


  Cant last much longer, cant possibly, Henry said. This favour now, its mainly because of Agnes Im asking it. If I could go myself. . . . Well, I
  could, I suppose. Could fix up with someone to stay with her, though shed say shed be all right alone. But Id worry about her all the time. You know how itd
  be.


  Ill be glad to do anything I can, Alistair said.


  No, wait till youve heard what it is, Henry said. Matter of fact, its rather a lot to ask. Im aware of that. So Id sooner you and Rose talked it
  over a bit before you say yes, because I dont want to mess up your holiday for you. Dont want you to take it on at all unless its got a sort of interest for you.


  Alistairs heart sank. He wanted his holiday to be a holiday, a matter of swimming and lying in the sun, of eating, drinking and reading detective stories. He did not want to do anything
  for anybody, least of all anything interesting. Interesting things demanded thought.


  Ill do anything I can, he said.


  Henry shook his head. Talk it over between you first. Its about


  Wait a minute, Alistair said. Why not come in and tell Rose about it yourself, then well give you an answer straight away.


  But isnt it rather late? Perhaps shell have gone to bed already.


  Not for hours yet. Come in and have a drink.


  Very good of you, Henry said. If youre sure . . . Dont want to be a trouble to you, but if I could talk it over with you both. . . .


  They had just reached the turning where the road led to Henrys home. He wavered slightly towards it, but then, with an absent air, walked on beside Alistair.


  It was to this point, later, that Alistairs thought returned when he asked himself how he might conceivably have avoided involving himself in the events that resulted from the request
  that Henry Wallbank was presently to make to him and Rose. Yet this was only because of the all too obvious symbolism of the two roads. In fact, by the time that they had reached the branching of
  the ways, it was already too late for Alistair to save himself from what was to follow.


  For how can you refuse a favour to a man like Henry Wallbank, a sad, vague, ineffectual man with a wife like Agnes, a man whose mere presence near you makes you feel strong, competent and almost
  culpably fortunate?


  From the moment when the favour had been asked, from the moment, even, when the thought of it had been born in Henrys mind, your consent could be taken for granted, your power to refuse
  it wholly discounted. Particularly if you are not, at the best of times, very good at saying no.


  This fact that he was not good at saying no, that he suffered under what Rose had often described as an infuriating compulsion to oblige other people, Alistair blamed on the slowness of his
  mind. Some time after a request had been made and acceded to by him, he would find himself inventing ingenious excuses, which would have protected him from having to do what he did not want to do,
  without hurting anybody elses feelings. But these useful ideas never presented themselves at the moment of crisis. Far from it, at the time he often seemed actually to hurl himself at his
  fate, as, for instance, this evening, when he had actually pressed Henry to come home with him for a drink. For what could there have been against accepting the suggestion that Rose and he should
  discuss the matter in private before giving any answer?


  But when eventually Alistair asked himself these questions, the disturbing thought came to him that a reason, indeed, a strong reason, had existed, causing him to press Henry to go home with
  him. The reason had been that Alistair had felt half-sure of what he would find when he reached home, and had had some muddled idea that to have someone with him when he found it would somehow
  deaden its effect upon him. That had been the cause of it all. That was why, in a way, he was to blame for all that followed. He had taken Henry home with him to protect himself.


  However, as Alistair might have expected if he had thought more clearly and more honestly of what he was doing, Henrys presence had no protective effect at all. When Alistair saw what he
  had feared, when he saw the chairs in the dense shadow under the cherry tree in the garden, with the dim figure of Rose in one chair and that of Paul Eckleston in another, nothing could have
  protected Alistair from the stupefying attack made on his mind by his own feelings. Nothing could have prevented the small threatening cloud on his private horizon from spreading stormily over his
  whole sky.
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