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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


  Wherever I look there is nothing but the shape of death.


  OVID.


  MRS. EVELYNStella Evelyn, Palmist and Consulting Psychologist on her professional cardswas one of those women for
  whom it is easy to prophesy a life both successful and full of tribulation. If it was obvious from an early age that she would marry it was equally obvious that a comfortable and settled
  relationship would be thrown away on a woman possessed of so much enterprise and fortitude. Kenneth Evelyn, after six years of increasing discomfort on both sides, retired to South America with a
  lady more suited to his tastes, gracefully acknowledging that Stella was a damn sight too good for him. He left her two small daughters and not a halfpenny on which to rear them. There could be no
  question of a divorce since Stella had no funds and her husband apparently found his marriage ties conveniently loose. For four years she experienced every kind of privation and was put to every
  conceivable shift. She knew those mysterious corners of London where it is safe to buy second-hand clothes and, sitting up at night over a sewing-machine, she contrived that she and her children
  should be decently clad. She worked in a dozen ways. Institutions like Home Helpers were always glad to see her; she had a dependable look that their clients appreciated and though she had a name
  for being reserved, even stand-offish, her undoubted ability stood her in good stead. Stella knew that Home Helpers charged a guinea a day for their services, while their employees received only
  seven and sixpence, but the insight she got into various households and the conversations that she was permitted to overhear were capitalised by her when she at length set up a business of her own
  in a single room in Belgravia. In a reckless age, she discovered, betting was the peoples chief recreation; cooks betted with the milkman and typists with the office boy; overdriven wives in
  poor streets betted with the man who sold the papers, and their husbands betted in the public house at the corner. Men and women of position risked enormous sums on horses and at cards, and because
  life was so unstable there became a greater and greater desire to know the future. Stella supposed the movement received its original impetus during the war when mediums and fortunetellers
  flourished and when distracted women, unable to endure further suspense, paid whatever they were asked to be told forthcoming events by other women of whom a large percentage were charlatans. Mrs.
  Evelyn believed there was a genuine science of palmistry but she held that there was nothing magical about it; it was a science like any other, and one for which she showed a peculiar aptitude. So
  in 1930, having taken a diploma in psychology, she hired a room with a tiny office behind it, employed a seventeen-year-old girl as reception clerk and put her slender savings into an undertaking
  of her own. At first results had been small; but her charges were not high.


  Dont despise five shillings, she said once to her clerk. Four five shillingses make a pound, and there are plenty of girls in shops and offices who dont mind
  spending five shillings and half their lunch-hour whod look the other way if your charges began at a higher figure.


  She had circularised all those whom she had met through the agency of Home Helpers, and gradually her clientele swelled. She got the reputation of being honest, and by calling herself a
  consulting psychologist and exhibiting her diploma whenever it was asked for, she escaped the attentions of the police and inquisitive persons occupied in cleaning up the town, to whom
  fortune-telling, as they baldly expressed it, was another form of blasphemy.


  Nevertheless, it was not until the notorious death of Mrs. Flora Horsley in the spring of 1937, that Mrs. Evelyns practice swelled to an extent that justified the car she had longed for
  for years, and the first instalment on the country cottage she wanted to buy for the benefit of her town-bred young daughters. For Flora Horsley, who in life attracted little enough attention, in
  death involved Mrs. Evelyn in one of the most astonishing dramas of the year. The interview lasted no more than a quarter of an hour, but that was long enough to make the psychologists
  reputation and to cost the hapless Flora her life.


  It took place shortly after five oclock on a wet October evening. Mrs. Evelyn had had a difficult day. One drab unintelligent woman after another had filed into her office, the type, as
  she expressed it to Violet (who had developed into a chic and charming girl of twenty-three) who never get far because they wont take risks.


  That kind have hands as blank as their minds, was her way of putting it. Nothing ever happens to them and, of course, they dont deserve that it ever should. They
  couldnt cut a loss if they tried. And they dont try. They want to see the return half of their ticket before they set out on a journey. The idea of leaving anything to chance would
  make them ill.


  Her last appointment was for half-past four and as soon as her client had departed, with instructions to pay the clerk in the outer office, Mrs. Evelyn stood up and began to clear her desk.


  Thats the last for to-day, isnt it, Violet? she asked, as the girl brought in the days takings and prepared to lock them in the safe.


  The last, Mrs. Evelyn. You look most awfully tired. I suppose you do get sick of these people sometimes.


  I often think the keepers in the Zoo must feel like me. Dont you ever get tired of them yourself? I can hear them clacking away nineteen to the dozen in your office, if they have
  to wait five minutes.


  I like to hear them, said Violet placidly. You wouldnt believe some of the things I get told. You know, its been a good day so far as money goes, even if all
  the people did look like yesterdays special offer. Well, it takes all sorts to make a world, they say.


  Do you ever feel youd like to have your fortune told? asked Mrs. Evelyn, unscrewing her fountain pen and shutting the lid of her desk with a decisive clang.


  No thank you. To-days enough for me. Theres always something turning up. I must say Im glad I wasnt a still-born child.


  It might have saved you a lot of trouble, murmured Mrs. Evelyn absently, and before she could recover herself the bell of the outer office rang sharply.


  I thought you said we werent expecting any one else.


  Were not. Ill go and see who it is.


  I cant see any one else to-night. Its Marjories birthday and Im taking her to a theatre.


  I hope youll have a lovely time, said Violet, going out. She came back a minute later to say, Its a Mrs. Horsley, Mrs. Evelyn. She says could you possibly
  spare her a few minutes. Its a matter of life and death.


  They all say that. Do they imagine their fate-line will change between now and ten oclock to-morrow?


  She may be like that woman who came in the other day and wanted to know whether she was going to deceive her husband.


  She was mad. I sometimes wonder if Im not a little mad too. Tell her its no use for to-night. Try and make her book an appointment.


  Thank God, I didnt know about the future when I married Ken, she reflected as the girl went out again. Even for the kids sake Im not sure its
  worth while.


  Violet came back a minute or two later to say, She cant come to-morrow. She swears she wouldnt keep you more than a few minutes.


  Mrs. Evelyn hesitated. Whats she like, Violet? Goodness knows I dont like to send money packing.


  Shes a lady. She wont mind what she pays. Real furs, too. You soon get to tell the difference. Her coat didnt cost a penny less than four hundred pounds. She came in
  a taxi, she added, and shes keeping it.


  Youd expect her to have a car with a coat like that. But perhaps shes ashamed of coming here. What sort of age?


  Middlevery middle. Not the kind that ever looks younger than she is.


  Mrs. Evelyn hesitated, glancing at the little gold watch on her wrist.


  All right, Violet, she decided. Ill see her. I dont want it to get about that I turn people down because they come without an appointment. Im not famous
  enough for that yet. As Violet went out she added to herself, Im not surprised that prides supposed to be the worst of the seven deadly sins.


  Violet returned, showing in a woman in a broadtail coat, and an expensive, unbecoming hat. Her manner was slightly agitated, but she was clearly a woman accustomed to command. She came forward
  at once, saying, Good-afternoon. Its very good of you to see me without an appointment. I wont keep you long. I dont, she smiled faintly, want to be told
  about my past, or my character. . . .


  Wont you sit down? suggested Stella Evelyn. No, they never do.


  Who never do?


  My clients.


  What do they come for, then?


  Mostly because theyre afraid. Why did you come?


  Mrs. Horsley stared. It was obvious that she was suffering from some long-continued mental strain.


  I believe you can help me. Already, you see . . .


  So that is why you came?


  Yes. Oh, but surely every one cant be afraid of something dreadful happening.


  Most of them are afraid nothings going to happenever. They come here to be reassured.


  I envy them. The passion in the quiet voice told Stella Evelyn more than she expected to read in the large, well-shaped hand that Mrs. Horsley now laid on the table.


  So do I sometimes, she agreed, unexpectedly, taking the hand in hers.


  I want the truth, said her visitor in sharp tones.


  Im always glad to get any one who wants that. Most of them only want some sort of comfort. How old are you, Mrs. Horsley?


  Forty-eight.


  Mrs. Evelyn nodded. Yes. She paused, sorting her impressions. Even women who want the truth generally only want the cream of it. Theres a good deal of money
  here, she went on.


  Money isnt everything, countered Mrs. Horsley at once.


  Perhaps not. But its a good deal. Theres money mixed up in this trouble of yours that youve come to consult me about.


  You can see trouble then?


  Yes. But you knew that.


  I didnt know whether you would be able to see it. Is it only money? The hope in the flat voice made Mrs. Evelyn wince.


  No. Not only money.


  Ah! I was afraid not. What else?


  Mrs. Evelyn was silent a moment. Youre married, arent you? And your husbands living?


  Yes.


  And you married comparatively late in life?


  Ive been married ten years.


  Your husbands younger than you are?


  Seven years younger.


  Youve got no children?


  No. Why? Do you see . . .?


  If youd married a man very much older than yourself, this woman I see in your hand might have been his daughter. . . .


  He has no children either. Whats she like?


  Mrs. Evelyn laid the hand down. Its about her youve really come to see me?


  Yes.


  You know who she is?


  Ive every reason to believe so.


  And youre afraid of her? That gives her power over you, you know.


  In my place, wouldnt you be afraid? She has everything I havent got.


  Meaning . . .?


  Shes young, shes good-looking, she sympathises with my husbands aims. . . .


  And you dont?


  How can I? All my people have been conservatives. I believe that conservatism is the only rational creed for this country at all events. Id rather have a dictator than the
  socialistic form of government that appeals to my husband. And on that issue at least weve drifted further and further apart during the past few years.


  It hasnt affected your feeling for one another?


  Mrs. Horsley hesitated. My husband is a rather unusual man, she said at last. His work has always been pre-eminent with him. So long as he has that he could, I believe, face
  any crisis, but deny him that and hes like something detached from its centre. So you can realise how much power a girl who cares for the things that make up his world would have over
  him.


  Mrs. Evelyn made no pretence for the moment of looking at the hand that lay open on the table. The psychologist in her was uppermost as she said, Are you sure youre not making a
  mistake, Mrs. Horsley? Men dont often involve themselves inromantic relationships to the women who share their enthusiasms.


  For answer her visitor asked steadfastly, Can you look in my hand and assure me that this girl doesnt play any more important part in his life than that of a
  sympathiser?


  Mrs. Evelyn felt baffled. You asked me for the truth. I cant tell you probably everything you would like to know. I can tell you that there is a woman, who is not yourself,
  intimately bound up with your husband. Shes very close to him but what their precise relationship is, it would be impossible for me to guess.


  But shes dangerous to me?


  She can be if you allow it.


  How can I prevent it? Shes his secretary, shes infatuated with him. . . .


  Youre sure of that?


  Ive no proof if thats what you mean. Butyes, Im certain.


  I take it theres no chance of your persuading him to change her?


  None. Im afraid of putting ideas into Charless head. Supposing Im wrong, suppose Ive been brooding over things so much that Ive made a mountain out of a
  molehill. . . .?


  Mrs. Evelyn shook her head. Im afraid theres more than a molehill here. In fact, theres more in your hand than I can generally see.


  Whats going to happen?


  I cant tell you that. I can tell you the alternativesthe final choice rests with you.


  What am I to do?


  You can either go. . . .


  Leave them together, do you mean? Oh, but that would be impossible.


  Its a choice of evils, as I see it.


  I cant run away.


  Mrs. Evelyn leaned back. I wonder why you came to me.


  Because I couldnt endure the suspense any longer. It might have been all my imagination. Youve proved to me that it isnt.


  And because of that you refuse to take my advice?


  If your advice is to go away. . . .


  I dont say permanently, but, never mind dignity, never mind what people may say, never mind what you may fear for your husbandonly go.


  Mrs. Horsley looked curiously at her companion. You say that in such a strange voice. As if it were something of primary importance. . . .


  It is, for you.


  If I dont go, what will happen?


  Youll be terribly unwise.


  Butwhat will happen, Mrs. Evelyn?


  The palmist lifted her handsome head. Every atom of colour had drained out of the firm cheeks; her eyes were dark with foreboding. Her voice when it came was only a thread of sound, yet it
  seemed to reverberate through the room like the roll of a drum.


  I think it may bedeath, she said.


  Outside, where hitherto all had been quiet with the unearthly stillness that precedes a storm, a wild clatter filled the sky; as though some one had gathered the rain in a cup and flung it slap
  against the windows, the glass streamed with water; a furious gust shook the trees that had been planted along the pavement edge, and the straining of harassed boughs could be heard like a prelude
  to disaster. The window blew suddenly open, and the curtains came billowing into the room, their fantastic scrolled patterns, twisted into indescribable shapes, giving them the appearance of
  creatures flying in out of the night. Mrs. Evelyn rose sharply, slammed the window to. The abruptness of her movements betrayed her apprehension.


  Mrs. Horsley was scarcely aware of the tempest. When the window had been closed and a kind of artificial silence had settled down upon the room, she said in strained tones, Do you tell me
  that to frighten me?


  No. To warn you.


  Yourecertain?


  As certain as Ive ever been of anything in my life.


  Then, slowly Mrs. Horsley began to lift back to her shoulders the heavy fur coat she had opened upon her arrival, youre right, Ive no choice. Ive got to
  go. She looked around her in perplexity as if even now she could not recognise this drama as being something happening to herself.


  It seems soridiculous. Its hard to believe it, she said. Of course, you are sure?


  Mrs. Evelyn nodded without speech.


  I see. Im grateful to you. You cant tell me more?


  Theres nothing more I can tell you.


  You cant give me any hint as to how the danger might arise?


  No. One sees indicationsbut not details.


  I see. Automatically Mrs. Horsley opened her purse. And I suppose you cant tell me what will happen if I go, if itll mean the break-up of my present
  life?


  I cant tell you that, either.


  You mean, it isnt in my hand?


  I mean, if it is, I cant see it. She pressed the bell and Violet appeared in the doorway.


  Mrs. Horsley drew on her gloves and held out her hand. Does it frighten you sometimes to think of your own power? she asked curiously.


  Power? Thats a strange word to use. What frightens me is my own futility.


  To change things?


  Perhaps. Or to make people sufficiently self-mistrustful. For the most part they know exactly what theyre going to do before they come in, and I cant do much to help
  them.


  Youve helped me. Im very grateful. Im sorry you couldnt tell me even more . . . Let me seewhat do I owe you?


  A guinea. Would you pay my clerk? Habit reminded her as the door closed on her visitor that she might quite as easily have asked two, and certainly the interview had been worth it.
  Mrs. Evelyn, her hands pressed palm downwards on the table, her head bowed, her eyes mechanically noting to-morrows appointments, all thoughts of Marjorie and the birthday treat forgotten,
  stood for a moment lost in thought. Violet, returning, broke the spell.


  She gave a cheque, Mrs. Evelyn. I suppose that was all right?


  Mrs. Evelyn looked up. Her eyes were dazed. What? Oh, yes. Of course. Put it in the safe, will you, and enter it up. And dont wait any longer. Im going myself in a
  moment.


  But even after she had heard the door close behind her assistant, even when the clock on the mantelpiece chimed the half-hour, she did not move. The roar of the wind seemed to fill the world. At
  last she went across and pulling back the curtain looked into the drenched and sparkling street. The gutters had been transformed into rivers of light, reflecting as they did the lamps of
  innumerable vehicles. I must take a taxi, she thought, but even her mindthat gripping, far-seeing mindwas numb. Standing by the telephone, dialling the familiar number,
  she began to speak aloud.


  No, she whispered, as though the burden of her knowledge was more than she could endure, no, I couldnt see anything else in your hand, you poor fool, because
  theres only one thing there. You seeyoure not going away after all.
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