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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


  Those dogs! Valerie said. Whatevers the matter with them?


  Theyve been at it all night, her brother Edmund said. On and on. Theyve been driving me mad.


  You didnt get much sleep, did you? she said. I thought I heard you get up once or twice after I came out to see if I could help you.


  Im sorry if I woke you. Edmund Hackett sat down at the table. He looked ill and exhausted as he dropped into his chair. He was in his pyjamas and dressing-gown. His face was
  haggard and his eyes, grey-green behind large, round, gold-rimmed spectacles, were red with tiredness. I went on being sick, or thinking I wanted to be sick and not being able to, for most
  of the night.


  Why dont you go back to bed? Valerie asked. Ill bring your breakfast up to you.


  No, its all right, just give me some coffee. I dont want anything to eat.


  Valerie, wearing a dressing-gown too, poured out the coffee. She looked at Edmund with concern. He was forty and she was seven years younger, but her attitude to him, for as long as she could
  remember, even in their childhood, had been maternal. He had always seemed to need it. In his work he might be, indeed she was convinced that he was, extremely competent, but outside it he was a
  man who found the little practicalities of life almost impossible to deal with. His clothes, his papers, the act of remembering where he had put something down, his health, or making important
  decisions, such as when he should have his hair cut or what thriller he should read next, all presented him with problems which it seemed were impossible for him to solve without Valeries
  advice and assistance.


  Have you had any sleep at all? she asked.


  A bit towards morning, he answered. Youre looking a bit peaked yourself. Dyou think youre coming down with it too?


  I shouldnt think so. I feel quite all right. But I didnt get much sleep either. I started thinking, for some reason, and couldnt stop.


  Thinking about what?


  Just this and that. She poured out some coffee for herself. Nothing special.


  But youve had something on your mind for some time, havent you? The last few weeks. Ive noticed.


  Edmund, in fact, noticed most things, although he often seemed so wrapped up in himself. He was very perceptive. It could make him disconcerting to live with.


  Ah well, I sometimes think about the future, Valerie said. Then I start wondering. I sometimes feel as if I dont really know what Im supposed to be doing with
  myself. But its just a mood, itll go.


  You dont usually go in for moods.


  There was a trace of complaint in Edmunds voice. Moods were his privilege. So were uncertainties and indecision. Valerie was the one who was supposed never to be at a loss as to what
  should be done next. And in general she seldom was. In the long term there might be a certain haziness about her view of things, but it did not show, she kept it to herself. She had been living
  with Edmund for five years now, ever since her husband, Michael Bayne, had died of a fractured skull when he was rock-climbing, and if she had ever had thoughts of doing anything but live with
  Edmund for the rest of her life, no one had ever guessed at them.


  She was a slender woman, fairly tall, with a calm, oval face which was rather expressionless except when her large grey eyes fastened on something, perhaps some other face, or the movement of a
  pair of hands, or the shape of a shadow on the fields, or of a cloud in the sky, with a look of probing attention, as if there were something of the utmost importance to her to be wrung from the
  object. But even then, if she became aware that this had been observed, the look was quickly blotted out by an anxious sort of blankness. She seemed to want no one to be given a chance to see into
  her thoughts. Yet she was known as a friendly woman, even-tempered, unmalicious, reliable in little acts of neighbourliness. Her presence had helped very much to smooth Edmunds way for him
  when he had come, only a little before she had come to live with him, to his present job as Deputy Director of the Martindale Research Station near the small town of Keyfield.


  Anyway, wed better get Dr Inglis, she said as she buttered toast for herself. Hell give you something.


  No, Edmund said irritably. He hated having the doctor. It always made him feel that there might be something seriously the matter with him. Its just this bug
  thats around. And Im over the worst of it. Or perhaps its something I ate. Those chicken livers we had for lunch yesterday. I dont know. It doesnt
  matter.


  All the same 


  No, hell just shovel some pills into me thatll make me feel worse than I do already. Val, if youre worrying about the future its because youre bored,
  isnt it? And we cant have that. Well have to talk about it some time.


  Theres no need, she said. Its nothing. I dont know why I said anything about it at all.


  Oh, Ive seen it coming for some time, he said. Perhaps its actually a healthy sign. It may mean youre beginning to get over Michaels death. Like
  the restlessness that gets into one when ones convalescent after an illness. Its hell in its own way, but still a good sign. Well talk about it some time. Only not just now,
  because I feel pretty much in a fog.


  Dyou think youve got a temperature?


  Im sure I havent.


  I wish youd go back to bed.


  Perhaps I will presently. Ill see. This coffees making me feel better.


  He did not look any better. His face, always a rather muddy colour, this morning was almost grey and his skin seemed to hang on it loosely, sagging under his chin, and making his neck, above the
  unbuttoned collar of his pyjamas, look old and wrinkled. He had not combed his hair. It had once been the same light brown as Valeries, but now it was thickly streaked with grey and it was
  standing up in tufts above his high forehead, tufts which he made look wilder by frequently raking his fingers through them.


  About that meeting last night, he said, how did it go?


  The evening before he and Valerie had intended to go to the monthly meeting of the Botanical Society in Keyfield, but because he had not been feeling well, she had driven off by herself.


  All right, she said. The same as usual.


  As dull as ever? But before Valerie could answer, he burst out, Those damn dogs! Whats got into them? Theyve been at it since soon after you went out last
  night.


  Have they? I heard them when I got back, she said, but I didnt take much notice of them. I thought theyd just taken it into their heads to bark at the car for
  some reason.


  I wonder if anythings wrong.


  Perhaps Id better go over and see. Perhaps Charles has got this bug, like you, and hasnt got up to let them out. Only that wouldnt account for their keeping it up all
  night, would it? Ill get dressed and go over. She got up and started towards the door.


  You could finish your breakfast, Edmund said.


  But if somethings wrong with Charles . . .


  More likely hes gone up to London and for once forgotten to tell us.


  In that case someone still ought to let the dogs out. Ill run over and make sure.


  She went quickly up to her room.


  It was at the back of the house and once inside it she could not hear the barking of the dogs. Edmunds room faced the home of their neighbour, Charles Gair, Director of the Martindale
  Research Station, which was why Edmund had been disturbed all night. The two houses were separated only by a narrow courtyard. Charles Gair lived in the old Martindale farmhouse, a long, low house
  of golden-grey stone, most of which had been built in the seventeenth century, while Edmunds house had once been the stable block of the farm, and looked as old as the other, though inside
  it had been skilfully converted into a pleasant modern house.


  This had been done at the same time as the big block of laboratories had been built farther on along the old farm drive and the acres surrounding them divided into experimental plots for soft
  fruits. From Valeries window she could see several long strips of red-brown earth, all striped with the shiny green of strawberry plants, a different variety on each plot, with white
  blossoms covering the plants. But it would not be so very long now before the yearly orgy of strawberries and cream would begin, of deep-freezing and jam-making. That was one of the perquisites of
  being connected with a research station like the Martindale. Beyond the strawberry beds was a copse of beeches, still with the May-time glitter on their green, and beyond them a low, rounded
  hillock, covered with rows of blackcurrant bushes. There was a faultless neatness everywhere, and because there had been rain in the night but the sun was shining now, everything gleamed as if the
  whole scene had just had its face washed and its hair combed.


  While she was getting dressed Valerie heard Edmund come upstairs and go to his room. So he had decided to go back to bed, she thought. That seemed sensible, after the sort of night that he had
  had. And as it was a Sunday there was no need to telephone anyone at the Martindale to say that he was ill. And very likely he would be able to go back to work tomorrow. He had a way of bouncing up
  again rapidly after any sort of illness. His digestion was his worst trouble. It was easily upset by any infection that happened to be around, or even by his own emotions. For he was a worrier. He
  was probably engaged now in trying to work out how he had picked up this particular bout of sickness. That would seem to him important. He might decide that it had come from Hugh Rundell, the
  Secretary of the research station, who had had an upset and been away from work for a couple of days last week. Or perhaps Edmund would decide that he had been made ill by a slight row that he had
  had with Charles Gair yesterday morning. For Edmund was much given to analysing himself, exploring the labyrinths of his own repressed aggression.


  Putting on jeans, a cotton shirt and sandals, Valerie coiled her hair up quickly and went downstairs.


  As she reached the sitting-room she heard the dogs again. The barking was intermittent now, as if they were becoming tired, but when they gave tongue there was an eerie sound of howling in it
  that sent a little chill through her veins. What had happened? It was not like Charles to go away and forget to ask her and Edmund to look after the animals, to whom he was devoted. And he had been
  up to London for a few days only last week. Why should he have gone away again so soon?


  She went to the kitchen and took the key of Charless house from the hook where it always hung. Years ago he had asked her to keep the key for him, so that she and Edmund could look after
  the dogs when Charles went away. Returning to the sitting-room, she had just started towards the door that opened straight out of the room into the courtyard between the two houses when there was a
  knock at the door.


  She opened it. Hugh Rundell stood there. She was surprised to see him, for he lived in Keyfield and did not often come to the Martindale on a Sunday. He was a tall, spare man of about
  Edmunds age, with shoulders that sagged a little and who nearly always looked tired, though he drove himself at his work with fierce intensity, as if there were really nothing else in the
  world that mattered. This morning he was in a light grey sweater and grey slacks, as neat as he always was. His face, with its regular features, always well-shaven, looked very neat too. His hair
  was a dead-looking brown and slicked down close to his head. His weary eyes were light blue and at the moment had a startled, desperate look in them, as if something had happened to him that he
  could not understand and very nearly could not bear.


  Val, shes written to me again, he said. God damn the woman, shes written again!
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