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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


  Tell me, Silas Graves said to Abigail Allen during their first dinner together, your deepest, darkest secret.


  It was a beautiful spring evening, and he had brought her to the San Carlo in Highgate High Street in north London, had chosen one of his favourite restaurants, wanting to please her, wanting
  her to feel relaxed.


  If I tell you that, Abigail answered, youll never want to see me again.


  I doubt that very much, Silas said.


  Dont doubt it, Abigail said.


  Silas shrugged. Tell me anyway.


  She laid down her fork, rested it beside the carpaccio on her plate, and gave a small sigh.


  Please, Silas said.


  A sunburned young man two tables away gave a raucous laugh.


  Abigail shuddered, then said, quietly, rapidly:


  When I was thirteen, I killed my parents and a boy named Eddie Gibson.


  She glanced to her left, then her right, then forced her eyes back to his face.


  Waited to be left alone again.


  Silass eyes were intently, avidly, on hers.


  How on earth, he asked, did you manage that?


  



  Chapter Two


  When Silas was five years old, he had become a brother.


  Look, his father, Paul Graves, had told him outside the hospital nursery, holding him up so that he could see the new infant in her cot on the other side of the window.
  Thats your little sister. Isnt she just the most beautiful baby youve ever seen?


  Silas had looked down.


  Ugly, he thought, his stomach clenching.


  Wrinkly and blotchy and squirmy, with tufts of dark hair, wholly unlike himself, with his pale skin and hay-coloured mop.


  He looked up at his father. Mummy says I was the most beautiful baby.


  Paul Graves smiled. So you were, he said. And now your sister is.


  Silas looked back down at the cot.


  Feel sick, he told his father.


  And was.


  You must tell us, darling, Patricia Graves, his mother, had said next day, cradling the new baby in her arms, if theres anything you want to know,
  or dont understand.


  Silas had looked into the gentle brown eyes in which he had, until yesterday, had perfect faith, and asked the question now crowding his mind, gobbling up and spitting out all other
  thoughts.


  Who do you love more, Mummy? he asked. Me or her?


  We love you both equally, Silas, Patricia said, placidly, oblivious to the tumult in her son.


  Silas frowned. You used to say you loved me more than anything in the whole world.


  And it was true. Still tranquil. I did love you  and your daddy  more than anything or anyone else.


  Silas felt his world shift. His mother had never qualified that declaration before, had never so much as hinted that her love was like a cake, to be cut into slices.


  And now, Patricia went on, I  we  love you and Julia that way.


  Julia.


  Ugly Julia.


  His mother must have seen something in his face, for the calm  the smugness  wobbled just a little in her eyes.


  It doesnt mean I love you any less, Silas, darling, she said.


  But it did. He knew it meant exactly that.


  Three slices now.


  He looked at his baby sisters sleeping face, and wanted to rip her apart.


  Do you understand, Silas, my darling? Patricia asked, anxiously.


  Silas blinked, then turned his sea green eyes back to her face.


  Yes, Mummy, he said.


  He understood very well.


  



  Chapter Three


  When Silas was ten years old and Julia was five, Paul Graves had left their big old red-brick house near the foot of Muswell Hill one November morning  ostensibly to go
  to his law office in High Holborn  and had not returned.


  Is Daddy dead? Silas had asked his mother after several weeks.


  No, darling, Patricia had answered. Im sure he isnt.


  Silas supposed that was true, since they had neither buried nor burned him.


  Is he in prison? he asked.


  Why on earth would you ask that? His mother was wide-eyed.


  One of the boys at schools fathers in the Scrubs, Silas replied.


  Well, your father is not. Patricia paused. And please dont say things like that in front of Julia.


  I wouldnt, he said. I know better than that.


  Yes, his mother said. I know you do.


  For the first fortnight after Paul Graves had gone, Patricia had wept a good deal of every day, but then she had, with a great effort, brought herself under control, and had
  taken to weeping only at night in her bedroom.


  Lying sleepless in his own room, Silas had heard her, night after night, and had felt both desolate for, and angry with her. Angry because he knew that, given the opportunity, he could have
  comforted her, could have more than made up for the absence of the man who had  so far as Silas could see  done little more for his wife than leave early each morning and come home
  for dinner before going to bed.


  Let me in, Mummy, he yearned to say to her, listening to her quiet sobbing through the wall. Let me help you. But he did not dare say those things because he was afraid that
  she might laugh at him, push him away.


  Reject him.


  She did not. On the night when Silas had finally summoned the courage to leave his room and go to hers, to turn the handle and actually go inside, Patricia, lying in the dark, a handkerchief
  pressed against her mouth, had turned on her bedside light and asked, in a semi-strangled voice, if something was wrong with either him or Julia.


  Nothings wrong with us, he had said. Except I cant bear it.


  What cant you bear, Silas, darling?


  You crying in here, all alone, when . . .


  When what?


  Silas had taken a deep breath.


  When I could help you, he said.


  Let me in.


  Patricia had pushed back the bedcovers and had let him in.


  Youre cold, darling, she said.


  He was cold, freezing, so she let him wrap himself around her, and he was tall for his age, almost as long as she was, and she was warm and soft and smelled of flowers, and Silas laid
  his head on her shoulder and breathed her in, and felt her body relax, just a little, against him.


  You wont need him anymore now, he told her.


  Patricia sighed.


  You wont need anyone but me, Silas said.


  When Silas had been sleeping in her bed for about two weeks, Patricia woke up in the middle of the night to a curious sound.


  She lay quite still for a moment before realizing it was coming from her son.


  He was humming softly under his breath.


  Breathing strangely, too.


  Rhythmically.


  Patricia sat up suddenly.


  Silas, stop that this instant.


  She reached for the light switch, threw back the covers.


  For Gods sake, she said sharply. Dont be so disgusting.


  Silas smiled up at her, a lazy, rather proud smile.


  Stop it now, Patricia told him again.


  The smile vanished, his hand fell away from his erect, not quite grown  quite grown enough, she thought, despite herself  penis, and he frowned at her sulkily.


  Cover yourself up, his mother told him.


  Silas moved hastily, put it back in his pyjama trousers, his cheeks flushing.


  Patricia laughed. All the same.


  He was still frowning. Whats the same?


  Males, she said, her tone disparaging. If you only knew.


  Knew what? Silas asked.


  How ridiculous you look.


  His green eyes narrowed, and the pink in his hot cheeks became a flush of humiliation and anger. Dont laugh at me, Mother.


  He had never called her that before.


  Patricia supposed that laughing at a prepubescent boy might have been the wrong approach, but then again, she had expected him to jump guiltily, rush to cover himself up, and instead hed
  looked pleased with himself, which had shocked her more than a little.


  Im sorry, my darling, she said. But you must understand that if youre going to do disgusting things like that


  I thought, Silas said, thats what all men do.


  Now Patricias face was hot. She wondered if she should get up or tell him to go back to his room; was, once again, rather surprised that he had not got out of bed of his own accord.


  Firstly, she said, youre not a man.


  Her sons eyes grew colder.


  Secondly, dont answer me back.


  Sorry, Silas said.


  As I was saying


  You dont want me to do disgusting things like that.


  Patricia glared at him, trying to gauge how cheeky he was being.


  If you find that you absolutely must she managed to speak coolly from time to time, then kindly do it in private, in your own bedroom.


  Dont you like me sleeping with you, Mother?


  She thought, but was not quite certain, that he might be feeling hurt.


  Its nice, she answered, carefully, to have the company. But youre not a little boy any more, so maybe


  No, he broke in, firmly, clearly, Im not.


  Silas, Im trying


  Its all right, he said. I understand.


  Do you?


  His expression was suddenly full of sympathy. You look very tired, Mummy.


  I am, Patricia agreed.


  Why dont you lie down again?


  She hesitated, briefly, then lay back against her pillows.


  Now close your eyes, Silas said.


  Silas, maybe you should


  Close your eyes, Mummy he was gently insistent and let me stroke your hair, the way you like, till you fall asleep again.


  Patricia knew she was too tempted, too weary, to resist.


  No more of that, she said.


  Of course not, Mummy, he said.


  It only took about a minute before he felt her relax again, felt her actually letting go, falling asleep. For a moment or so, continuing to stroke her hair, he felt good about that, about
  himself, about the power of his gentle hands, of his love for her, and hers for him.


  But then her words sprang back into his mind.


  Ridiculous. Disgusting.


  Silas took his hand away.


  



  Chapter Four


  They were perfect together.


  Silas had known they would be from the very beginning.


  It had been a mild April afternoon and he had been sitting in a taxi in heavy traffic on his way to a bread-and-butter rag trade shoot when she had caught his eye. Not because of her clothes
   very undesigner T-shirt and jeans  or even her looks, but because of the way she was carrying her cello. Big and cumbersome as it was in its ancient looking case, the young woman was
  conveying the instrument out of the Wigmore Hall with the kind of tenderness a mother might have shown an overgrown and clumsy, but greatly loved, child.


  Silas, sitting in the back of the stationary taxi, had watched her set her burden down on the pavement and push her hair out of her face, and, without taking his eyes off her, had felt on the
  seat for his camera, opened its case, raised it and zoomed in.


  Long, blond, heavy, almost butter-coloured hair, just a shade or two darker than his own. Oval, pale face. Nose not quite straight, all the finer for it. Wide, grey eyes. Sad, intriguing
  eyes.


  Silas loved intriguing.


  He took a few shots, then, grateful for once for the gridlock, examined the rest of her. Nice breasts, good shoulders and strong, but feminine arms, slim waist. Pretty skinny all over, he
  thought; not model-skinny but almost underfed.


  He thought she looked tired.


  Shat upon, he murmured, and took another photograph.


  She began to lift the cello again.


  Pull over, driver, please, Silas said sharply. Just for a moment.


  He opened the door.


  That looks very heavy, he called.


  She looked up, startled, saw the taxi, the young man getting out, realized he was talking to her, set down the instrument case again.


  Its fine, she said, warily.


  Silas kept distance between them. I thought you might like to take my taxi. He saw her brow crease. Dont worry, he added quickly. Im not
  expecting to share it.


  I couldnt possibly steal your taxi, she said.


  Her voice was accented. Scottish. Low, husky, sexy.


  Im offering it to you, so it wouldnt be stealing, especially not he was suddenly desperate not to lose her, if you do something for me in
  return. He saw doubt on her face, found a visiting card in his jacket, held it out to her like an offering. Like get in touch sometime, if you wanted to.


  She wrapped her arms around the cello, her eyes darting down at the card, then up again into his face.


  Just take it, Silas said, urgently. And the taxi. Please.


  All right. She took the card, slid it quickly into her jeans.


  Good. He felt intense relief. Thank you.


  She smiled, began to lift the cello into the taxi, and Silas suppressed the urge to help her, waited till she was in, then stooped to talk through the window to the driver.


  Id like to pay for


  No, she said, swiftly, from the back. Please dont.


  Silas smiled at her. Just my own fare, he said. Dont worry.


  The driver took his money, waited to be told where to drive to.


  Chalk Farm, please, she said.


  Silas shut the door. The driver indicated, checked his wing mirror.


  Quickly, impulsively, she leaned forward and dragged down the window.


  My name, she told Silas, is Abigail Allen.


  He had only just managed, three work-jammed days later, to locate her manager  a man named Charlie Nagy who had, entirely properly, refused to give out information, but
  said hed be glad to pass on any message  when she telephoned him.


  Is that Silas Graves?


  It is. He knew, instantly, that it was her.


  This is Abigail Allen, she said. You might not remember me.


  He smiled, looking up at his photographs of her, enlarged to poster size and mounted on every wall of his Crouch End studio.


  I remember, Silas had told her.


  They had spoken for several minutes. He had asked her what she had been doing at the Wigmore Hall, and she had explained that she had been filling in for a cellist whod come down with
  flu, and then Silas said hed only been there once, but had greatly admired the mural over the stage.


  Something to do with the Soul of Music, isnt it? he asked, though he knew precisely what the work symbolized, having looked it up that morning.


  And Psyche, Abigail said, transcribing music.


  And Love, Silas said, with roses in her hand.


  And the rest had followed just  almost  as sweetly.


  



  Chapter Five


  Every day of every week, unless she was in rehearsal or playing or working at her other job, Abigail practised the cello in her room in Chalk Farm.


  It was a small, claustrophobic, unprepossessing room on the top floor of an old, narrow, off-white, dingy house near the station, and the floor vibrated each time a tube train on the Northern
  Line passed beneath the building. But her window was blessed with a view of a lovely old chestnut tree which, in all seasons, helped, together with her music, to blot out the ugliness of her
  immediate surroundings.


  Helped, too, to blot out other things.


  Things.


  Abigail managed the business of living well enough. Waiting on tables part-time in a Finsbury Park caf in between going to auditions and rehearsals and engagements  anything that
  she and Charlie Nagy (whose small artists management company looked after a number of far more accomplished and successful soloists, but who still found time to manage Abigails
  insignificant diary commitments) could secure for her. And shed certainly played a hotchpotch of engagements since coming down to London from Glasgow; over the past several months
  shed played at two weddings, a funeral, as background music for the afternoon tea customers at a Thames-side hotel, and once even in the window of a newly-opened furniture store in South
  Kensington.


  To an outsider, it might have seemed that a talented young woman with such a hectic life must have any number of friends, but despite outward appearances, Abigail lived her life, for the most
  part, alone.


  Alone, she knew, was what she deserved.


  The music infinitely more than she deserved.


  She was like a lover with her cello. She surrounded it with herself, gripped it with her knees, let the back of it rest against her breasts, curving the fingers of her left hand over its four
  strings, bowing with her right, her hair sweeping down and across her face with each motion. Her guilt aside, the cello  her mothers, made more than fifty years before somewhere in
  Bavaria  was the only true constant in her life. Alone with it, Abigail felt able to release her innermost emotions into her music; and physically, too, the beautiful smoothness of the
  spruce and maple woods of which it was made so comforted her that on warm summer days and evenings, she played wearing just a slip or even less.


  There was no one to see her; there had been no one close to Abigail for many years. There were acquaintances, naturally: musicians and her colleagues and regulars in the caf; and of
  course there was Charlie, who might, Abigail realized, have liked to become more to her than friend and manager, but who had long since accepted in his kind, easy way, that she was not interested
  in anything more.


  Not with Charlie, nor with anyone else.


  Alone was what she deserved.


  She thought, from time to time, that she ought perhaps to have killed herself years ago. Drunk bleach, or tied a sack of rocks around her waist and drowned herself in some dirty, cold canal. A
  painful, ugly end.


  The end she deserved.


  She had no right even to her music, to its riches and companionship. No right to the sounds and sensations and glory of it. No right to the instrument that enabled her to achieve those
  things.


  No right to anything.


  They had all said it was an accident, and that she was a victim.


  Not her fault.


  The Sheriffs determination.


  All my fault, Abigail had told her mother as she lay dying.


  You mustnt say that, Francesca Allen, passionate at the last, had told her. Never say that, not to anyone . . . Swear it.


  Her mothers last words.


  Setting her daughter free.
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