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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


  IT was on a burning afternoon in July that Janet Scott, domestically stitching new curtains for her house in Hermitage Square, saw at the window
  opposite the terrible, the unforgettable face that was to haunt her for months to come. Outside the pavements blazed in the glare; a dog slept on a baking paving-stone; there was not a breath of
  wind to move the plumes of chestnut and plane that grew in the Gardens across the way. Flowers drooped limply in beds as hard as iron; already the heat was bringing the leaves down from the trees.
  By the big block of flats across the street a man stood in a maroon uniform; he whistled and tipped back his porters cap in the hope of getting a little air. In the streets no one moved; an
  occasional tradesmans cart went by, the driver hatless and wearing a sleeveless shirt open at the neck. A stifling peace lay over this corner of the world.


  Janet stitched and planned menus and dreamed about a summer holiday. She looked at the flats opposite and thought, as she had frequently thought before, how pleasant it must be to have all
  labour-saving devices and to be freed of all personal anxiety about service. Daily women came and went in the little house in Hermitage Square where Janet lived with her husband, and she had long
  ago found that a good deal of the housework was best done by the houses mistress. There was one flat in particular that she had always regarded with envy; it had long wide windows where
  curtains blew in the draught, beautiful curtains of pale satin material patterned in leaves and cones of blue and green; a white telephone stood on a consol table in the window, and often when
  Janet looked up a woman stood there with the microphone in her hand. She was a woman difficult to forget, tall, golden-skinned, black-haired, with such a wealth of vitality in her face, such fire
  in the dark eyes, such resolution in every line of the spare vibrant body that she could compel attention even in the heart of a crowd. A woman to whom excitements seldom occurred, Janet would
  speculate on some of the interminable conversations carried on by her neighbour over the road. She had sometimes seen the husband enter the flat, a man as dark as his wife, but less notable in
  appearance, yet a man destined to be famous the length and breadth of the countryside.


  On this particular afternoon she chanced to lift her eyes at the end of one of the long seams of the curtain to discover a figure standing at the window, clutching the telephone and apparently
  crying out in such distress that Janet automatically dropped her work and rose to her feet. This woman Janet had never seen before, a pale youthful face with fair hair hanging to the shoulders,
  hair so pale as to be almost colourless, with wide pale blue eyes, and in them, and informing every feature, a terror so indescribable that Janet cried out in her empty room as though that figure
  could hear her. The girl had caught up the microphone, and as she spoke she swayed to and fro, staring down into the street, and then turning her anguished gaze over her shoulder. It seemed to the
  watcher as though the girl did not understand the manner in which the dial telephone worked, for with her free hand she agitated the instrument as though to attract attention. She wore a long gown
  like a negligee and looked as though she had just started up out of some panic-stricken sleep. Before Janet could move a hand came over the girls shoulder, a thin brown hand; the figure in
  the window shrank out of sight, and an instant later the curtains that had been the envy of Janets housewifely heart for months were jerked across the window with such vehemence that the
  scraping of the rings could be heard across the street.


  Janet was aroused from the kind of mental stupor that overwhelmed her by the ringing of her own telephone bell, At first she was too much removed from reality to understand whence the sound
  came; then she took up the receiver and heard her husbands voice.


  That you, Jan? I say, Im bringing a chap home to dinner. What? Oh, he doesnt give a tinkers curse for food, but make sure weve got some beer.


  How much beer? asked Janet precisely.


  Enough to float him. And he weighs about fourteen stone, Dont change, by the way. I doubt if hes been inside a dress suit in the last twenty years.


  At any other time she would have been intrigued, but to-day the memory of the face she had just seen, the scene of which she had been an involuntary beholder, blotted out her thoughts of
  everything else, and though her natural housewifeliness caused her to put her work aside and make adequate arrangements for the visitorincluding the ordering of another dozen pints of beer
  (even a man who weighs fourteen stone and likes to wash in beer cant want more than that, she told herself)she was still immersed in thoughts and reconstructions of the probable
  tragedy being enacted over the road.


  Theres something wrong there, she told herself, something frightful, something no one knows anything about.


  In vain she reminded herself that other peoples affairs were their own concern. Her husband, a young solicitor, had warned her over and over again of the dangers of interfering in other
  peoples lives, but to-day no such considerations could restrain her thoughts.


  If I saw a murder being committed Id interfere, and Id be censured if I didnt, she told herself. And for all I know this is murder. Anyway something
  terribly wrong is going on in that house.


  While she made preparations for the entertainment of her guest her mind was busy with questions, suppositions, plans. Who was the girl? How long had she been at the flat? What was she doing
  there? Was it illness or sheer terror that had imprinted so frightful an expression on the colourless face?


  Her husband arrived with his visitor before she had reached any conclusion. Arthur Crook was a man whom it would be difficult to forget, although his features were commonplace enough. He was
  slightly below middle height, with a prominent stomach and small, very brilliant eyes in a massive face. He was a lawyer by profession and there were those who said that his name suited him
  uncommonly well, but he throve in spite of their calumnies.


  Its the guilty man who needs defending, was one of his axioms. Besides, and here he would grin shamelessly, if hes guilty hes generally
  ready to pay a higher price to hear himself proved innocent. Your innocent man feels insulted at having to part with good money proving a truth that he considers should be obvious simply from his
  appearance.


  Crook had spent that day in court, defending a murderer.


  Hell swing, though, he added regretfully. Not my fault or hisno chap could have attended more closely to details, but the luck was against him. Thats
  the chance all these criminals have to take.


  What had he done? demanded Janet.


  Strangled his wife.


  How horrible.


  So now theyre going to strangle him. Youll be able to read all about it in the papers in the morning.


  I shant. Janet shuddered. I dont think murder trials ought to be heard in public.


  It would be nice for the murderers if they werent, Crook agreed imperturbably.


  Even if theyre murderers theyre human beings too. Why should they be made a sort of public exhibition? They must be half-mad anyway to kill in the first place.


  Theres not much difference between half and whole mad, Crook assured her, and mad folk are a danger to those of us who can still persuade the world were sane.
  So, all things considered, theyre best out of the way.


  Do you fellows want publicity? asked Gerald Scott, curiously.


  Depends which side were backing. If it hadnt been for all the publicity Id have got this chap, Savage, off. As it was, some fellow who buys his food from the
  fried-fish shop happened to read the newspaper in which it was wrapped, and all the fat was in the fire then.


  Why? asked Janet obtusely.


  Crook turned squarely towards her. Have you ever noticed in murder cases how often its some trivial detail that tips the scale? Some flower-seller or some old woman running out to
  the post or a dog getting itself run over at a moment when you couldnt allow for any of those things happening has brought something to light that changes the whole complexion of a case. In
  this Savage affair the old boy, the type that sells you matches and collects your cigarette ends from the guttersuddenly realised that he could add something to the evidence. Savage smoked a
  very distinctive cigarette, a natty affair made especially for him and stamped with his initials. Parks, the Crowns witness, remembered picking up one of these cigarettes outside a certain
  pub a couple of days before. Hed dropped in for half a pint, having had a good day, and he happened to show the stub of the cigarette to the landlord. The landlord could fix the date because
  it was the day his wife had a new baby. Savage had to explain away the cigarette. His alibi was that he hadnt been in the neighbourhood for forty-eight hours; when they asked him about the
  fag he wouldnt take my advice and keep his mouth shut. No, he had to tell a long circumstantial yarn that tripped him up absolutely. If hed said he couldnt explain it
  hed probably be a free man to-day. We did what we could, said, of course, it was some other chap to whom hed given the cigarette but it wasnt any use. Savage was a mean sort of
  fellow; he kept another brand of smokes for his friends; the Crown showed that no one had been near his private supply for days, the jury was persuaded it was Savage and no one else who dropped the
  cigarette there, one scrap of evidence led to another and the whole makes a very handsome rope.


  During dinner the discussion continued on similar lines. Do you often get help like that? Gerald Scott wanted to know.


  Not as often as we should. The majority of people go about blind and deaf. Hardly one could describe the man or woman sitting next to em in a bus or a tube, though they may have
  been touching elbows for half an hour. They dont know anything, the men and women in the street. Ask em how tall a fellow was and theyll say feebly, Oh, pretty
  tall, but if you say, Six foot? Five foot ten? they wont be able to help. Most of em imagine that a woman of five foot six is dumpy, whereas actually its a
  very normal height. All the same its by bits of luck like this that men win cases. Some fellow selling flowers or some chap singing in the gutter does remember a detail that puts the kybosh
  on the criminals hopes. If ever you want to commit a crime, Mrs. Scott, you remember it isnt enough to be clever and cool-headed, it isnt even enough to keep your mouth shut.
  Youve got to be prepared for the luck to go against you. Only gamblers ought to commit murder, whereas half the time its done by men who wouldnt risk sixpence on a card or a
  horse. He sighed and plunged his face into a tankard of beer.


  Ill tell you something queer that I noticed to-day, said Janet slowly. And she repeated the story of the face at the window.


  Who lives in that flat? demanded Crook.


  I dont know. We dont know any of the people in the flats.


  You had no reason to want to till this afternoon. But thats just an illustration of what Ive been saying. How long have you lived here?


  Two years.


  How long have they been here?


  About a year, I think. Im not sure.


  And you dont know who they are or what they do or how long theyre staying. You dont know what their household consists of, if the woman with the face lives with the
  other two, if shes a visitor or what. Well, well, it isnt every ones business to be nosy. But if anything should happen you might remember what you saw. Youll remember
  the date easily enough, because its the day I dined here.
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