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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


  Frankie was expecting to have to wait until morning coffee. Usual time, usual place: in the kitchen, sitting at the table. Same routine as always.


  Almost the same.


  The diazepam tablets have already been crushed and mixed with Nescaf  a little more than usual, though the pills dont have much taste  and a level teaspoon of Tate
  & Lyle granulated at the bottom of Rozs favourite mug (the one from Caesars Palace in Las Vegas), waiting for boiling water and semi-skimmed milk.


  Its the second Wednesday in April. They always have coffee together at eleven-thirty on Mondays and Wednesdays, that being the earliest time Roz feels able to face company. Not a
  morning-people-person, she told Frankie when she first came to work for her last November.


  Five months ago.


  A night-bird, Roz said.


  She likes, as she told Frankie soon after, a bit of a flutter. Perfectly open about it, no false shame, and Frankie liked her for that.


  Fact is, Frankie is by now well aware, Roz Bailey is a gambler.


  Roulette, mostly, at the Lansdowne Casino in Regency Square in Brighton. Not every night; just Saturdays, Tuesdays, occasionally on Thursdays, almost every single Friday.


  She is, she has confided in Frankie, a reasonably successful gambler, has developed a system of sorts.


  You never really win, of course, Roz said. But if youre persistent, if you concentrate and if you know when to stop, you can have a great time and do okay.


  Roz is not, so far as Frankie knows, very rich, but she is comfortable.


  With a beautiful house, at the top of a hill in Rottingdean.


  The best house in the road.


  Roz is also unattached. No one to answer to. No one  so far as Frankie is aware  who cares about her. Acquaintances, of course, mostly fellow gamblers at the club. But no one who
  really cares.


  Thats the point.


  The reason for this.


  That, and, of course, the house.


  The two mugs  Frankies decorated with a black-and-white cat  are waiting on the tray by the kettle on one of the granite worktops in the beautiful
  grey-and-white kitchen  except that fate has just intervened in the form of Roz coming down twenty minutes earlier than usual and finding Frankie working at the garden end of the
  conservatory.


  Morning, love.


  Morning, Mrs Bailey. Frankies heart is pounding with shock, but she covers well. Youre early.


  Mm, Roz says.


  Shes wearing her blue dressing-gown, a velour-type garment with a zip, the kind some older women wear for entertaining at home because of its slinkiness. Though Roz does
  not, in fact, entertain, nor does she look particularly slinky. A nice-enough-looking woman, waistline probably a few inches more at forty-three than it used to be, dark, jaw-length hair touched up
  with semi-permanent tint every now and then, she looks nevertheless, some mornings, somewhat the worse for wear.


  This is one of those mornings, which could, Frankie supposes, mean that last night  Tuesday  was either a bad and very late night at the Lansdowne, or a very good and late one.


  No difference to Frankie.


  No difference to Roz either, if she only knew it.


  Frankies mind is on the coffee mugs standing out in full sight in the kitchen, the contents of the Caesars Palace one looking, perhaps, if one were to bother to look, a bit
  odd.


  All right? she asks casually.


  If you like that sort of thing. Roz is rueful.


  Bad night?


  Late night. And I couldnt sleep when I did get to bed.


  Oh, well, Frankie says, at least its a nice morning. She pauses. Coffee soon?


  Oh, now, I think, Roz says. If you dont mind.


  Course not. Frankies stomach lurches with excitement.


  Lets have it in here, shall we? Roz suggests. For a change.


  Fine, Frankie says, easily.


  Couldnt be better.


  Could not be better.


  In the right place.


  Roz appears to notice, for the first time, thanks to her gambling-insomniac hangover, that Frankie is holding one of her indoor gardening tools, a miniature scythe, in her right hand.


  Those damn weeds come up again?


  Indeed they have, the second crop this month to stick their stupid, springtime-eager necks up through some of the white-and-navy Spanish stone floor tiles.


  Yeah, Frankie says. Little buggers.


  Roz comes closer, peering. I suppose well have to take care of the roots.


  Ill buy some Weedol, Frankie says.


  Roz frowns down at the floor. Make sure it doesnt stain the tiles.


  Ill read the directions, Frankie says. Before I pay for it.


  Roz glances at the little scythe still in her hand, and her forehead puckers again. Hope you havent scratched the stone with that.


  For a moment or two, Frankies hand seems to itch.


  No, she tells herself. No blood.


  I do love my tiles, Roz says.


  Her tiles.


  Ill get the coffee. Frankie puts the scythe down, knowing shell have to clean it before she puts it back beside the baby trowel by the wall beyond the orchids.
  You have a sit down, Mrs B. You look like you need it.


  In the kitchen, waiting for the cordless kettle to boil, Frankie sees her hands are shaking.


  Stop that, girl.


  No going back now.


  She opens the biscuit barrel, takes out two digestives and two ginger nuts, puts them on a pale-grey plate, and the shaking stops.


  Could go back if she wanted to.


  The water in the Russell Hobbs bubbles and bounces, and the switch clicks off.


  Too late now.


  Frankie pours, first into the Caesars Palace mug, then her own.


  As it comes, Roz always says about coffee and tea.


  Good job, Frankie thinks now, adding milk to the coffee, crushed pills and sugar mix.


  And then she notices the crumbs.


  Two of them, on the worktop between the barrel and tray.


  She tears off a piece of paper roll and sweeps them into the palm of her left hand, then opens the pedal bin with her right foot, folds the paper neatly around the crumbs and drops it in.


  Except shes not sure, suddenly, if both crumbs went in.


  She starts to bend, going to check the floor.


  Not now.


  But if the crumb is on the Amtico, and if she forgets and treads on it later . . .


  Not now, Frankie.


  With an effort of will, she straightens, picks up the tray.


  Tread on it and one crumb becomes a hundred.


  Another voice speaks in her head.


  Stupid cunt.


  Bos voice.


  For a moment, Frankie feels the shaking begin again, and then she brings it back under control.


  Bugger the crumbs, she says quietly.


  And bugger you, too, Bo.


  She steadies the tray and, careful not to spill a drop of coffee, carries it out into the hall, and on into the conservatory.


  Here we go, she says.


  


  Chapter Two


  Even now, five years later, when Alex looked at the cooker  at least, whenever it was clean and properly polished and looking its handsome best, the way it was always
  supposed to be but all too seldom was  she remembered going out to order it.


  Three days after Matts funeral, the day after her mother, Sandra, had flown back to Stockholm, where shed been living with the latest man in her life, and Alex had been both
  relieved because shed gone and ashamed to be feeling that way.


  The Aga was her gift to him. Better than flowers on his grave, though she had taken those along, too, that same day, a bunch of delphiniums shed spotted in Selsdon Road, and which were,
  had been, his favourite in the wild.


  She had taken them out of their wrapping paper and scattered them so that it looked as if a wind had blown them there, and then she had crouched low beside the still fresh and incomparably
  desolate grave, and told him about the Aga.


  Ive done it, sweetheart. In the blue you wanted. Almost the same colour as these.


  She had remembered, an hour or so later, that delphiniums were poisonous, had jumped in the car and driven back to the cemetery to retrieve them, afraid that some bird or animal might eat them,
  or even (she had always been prey to over-the-top imaginings) that a toddler might pick them up and get belladonna or whatever the poison was on its fingers and stick them in its mouth.


  The flowers had still been there, all ten of them, for there was no wind and no creature or human had taken them away, and she had gathered them up and explained it to Matt. Had almost heard him
  laughing at her.


  Almost.


  The cooker was what Matt had aspired to for years, though the plan had been to wait till they could move out of the flat over Caf Jardin and find their house. Which was
  going to have at least three bedrooms, hed said, with a kitchen big enough for at least a two-oven Aga and a long table.


  Long enough for our kids and Suzy and any kids she might have and as many of our friends as we can fit in, but not necessarily all their kids, Matt had said.


  Alex had asked how many children he foresaw them having, and hed said it was up to her, that hed settle for any number from one to five, and if by chance there were problems that
  meant they couldnt have any, hed be glad to adopt, and if that didnt appeal to her, it was all right with him too.


  So long as I have you.


  Alex remembered crying when he said that.


  Less than a year later, Matt had been dead, and Suzy in a coma.


  Theyd all met on day one at Croydon Grammar aged eleven.


  Changing into PE kit for the first time, Alex cringing a bit about exposing her long, spindly arms and legs, darting glances around at the hotchpotch of body shapes and colours, certain that
  everyone else felt more confident than she did, her gaze had fallen on a pretty, petite girl with long blond hair done up in a messy plait, standing staring hopelessly into her gym bag.


  The girl had looked up, caught Alexs eye, and grinned.


  No kit, shed said, her voice low and a little husky.


  Alex had moved closer. Nothing at all?


  Shoes, the girl had said. Good bloody start.


  You could share mine. Alex had looked her up and down. Not sure about the shorts, but the top should be okayish. At least well both be half right.


  Why should you get a bollocking too? the girl asked.


  Alex had shrugged. They cant shoot us.


  Okay, the girl had said. Thanks.


  Im Alex Harper, Alex had said, pulling off her top.


  Suzy Levin, the other girl had said. Youve got great legs.


  He had been outside, waiting for Suzy after school.


  Thats Matt, my brother, Suzy had told Alex. He goes to Saint Aloysius.


  Alex had looked, had seen a boy of about fourteen, tall, with longish dark hair, brown eyes and a warm smile, and had felt herself start to melt.


  Suzy had pulled her across the pavement towards him.


  This is Alex, though I think Im going to call her Ally, shed said. I forgot my PE kit and she shared hers so we both got into trouble and were going to
  be best friends.


  Cool. Matt had given his sister a hug and grinned. Fancy a burger?


  Food from the word go.
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