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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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  BESS CARTER sat at the triple-winged mirror in her room at The Case Is Altered, arranging a scarlet silk snood
  over her incredibly golden hair. She was wearing a short black woollen frock and a little scarlet coat with buttons shaped like dolphins. She painted her mouth, put mascara under her eyes and
  curled up her long lashes with a minute brush. Then she ran out of her room into the passage, where she almost cannoned against a tall dark young man with a haggard face and an air of being
  perpetually on guard. He put out a hand and caught her arm.


  One of these days youre going to turn your ankle, wearing those ridiculous shoes, he said, soberly.


  She looked down at the shiny black shoes with their absurd red heels and laughed.


  My shoes know my feet, she said. Where are you going to-night, Ken?


  The young man stared at something she couldnt see and said, Oh, nowhere special.


  Dont lie to Momma, darling, said Bess encouragingly. Nice clean shirt, best suitpassing Bess up? Is that it?


  He shook his head as though she were some stinging insect exasperating him beyond endurance.


  For Gods sake, Bess.


  Whynt you join Tony and the others in the bar? she suggested.


  You know damn well what happens when I join Tony in the bar.


  Well, but, ducks, you dont have to drink too much, do you? Though if it takes your mind off things . . .


  He pressed her arm. Youre a sweet thing, Bess. God knows why you should bother over me and my foul temper.


  Youre all right. Everyone gets under the weather sometimes. What is it, Ken? Notnot money?


  I suppose you think Id take that from you as well as everything else.


  Beats me, said honest Bess, why men make such a fuss about taking money from women when they take everything else like the divine right of kings. Well, I must be going down
  again. I only popped up to powder my nose during the news. These Russian names get me down.


  He said abruptly, I wish you didnt do this sort of work. All those fellows trying to paw you.


  She exclaimed, genuinely surprised. Theyre only boys, want a bit of something before they go out. You know.


  He knew. He had enough flying hours to his credit to know better than she could guess. All the same, though being a pilot wasnt all jam, there were worse things on terra firmafar
  worse. He wished he could tell Bess. But there are some things you cant tell any woman, even if she is the kind that cant be shocked and wouldnt call herself a lady anyhow.


  She turned and straightened his tie. Wherever you go, she said, have a good time. Your trouble is youre too young.


  Now youre going to spring that old chestnut on me about all women being naturally ten years older than men, I suppose.


  All those girl kids who were born in the Times this morning are older than you, she told himand hesitated. All women arent too good, she said
  as though it was something to be ashamed of. You want to watch out.


  Dont worry about me, he said in a constrained voice. He walked away from her to look out of the landing window. The bombers were going out in terrific force to-night. You
  could hear them roaring overhead. Not so very long since hed been with them, before hed made that pancake landing and done something to his knee. When he joined the Air Force
  hed thought, God, a new beginning. Good-bye to all the old muddle, but he knew now that you never say good-bye to your past. You can run like the hare in the fable, but when
  you get to the winning-post the tortoise is waiting for you. Its been there all the time you were kidding yourself youd left it behind. It was a dull sort of nightmight be snow
  later, he thought, though not likely before midnight. He wished he were with those chaps, though it might mean a crashwas bound to mean a crash for some of them. A force that size never came
  home intact. But it was better than what he had to do to-night.


  Bess came across and suddenly put her arms round his neck. For Gods sake dont spoil my make-up, she said, but be good to yourself. You owe yourself
  something.


  Then she had gone with a final wave of her hand with its phoney rings, gone leaving only the scent of her powder and the echo of her gay laugh. It wasnt surprising the men made passes at
  her; she was what you wanted in a war, someone who laughed and had a drink with you and made the present so cheerful you didnt think about the future.


  The passage seemed very cold and dark now shed left it. He looked at the watch on his wrist. Not too much time to go. He went up to his room, limping a little and got his coat. There was
  a heavy stick standing in the corner and he took that, too. He hated to walk with a stick, hated to emphasise the lameness he loathed, but he had a walk to-night and a stick would be useful. He
  caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror, a tall haunted young man with a white face and a smudge of black moustache and dark eyes that saw more than was good for them. He stared hard at the
  reflection. He didnt look in the least like the traditional young pilot of twenty-five: but then he wasnt. Hed stepped out of the ranks a long time ago and Heaven only knew if
  hed ever be able to step back. It was a good thing his people were dead; he might know Bess had a heart of gold but to his father shed be merely the barmaid at The Case Is
  Altered, a bit meretricious for all her sincerity, and much too old in experience as well as years for him.


  Outside he was glad of the darkness; the bombers were still roaring past and the roads were deserted. He walked fast as lame men often do, thinking of what lay ahead. His objective was a tall
  old-fashioned house as dark as the grave. The words came instinctively to mind and he tried to thrust them out. Above all things he didnt want to think of graves to-night. Without any
  warning the snow hed anticipated began to fall; it came down as suddenly as though someone had just turned a jug upside down. It soaked into his shoulders and the sleeves of his coat; big
  flakes melted between his socks and the rim of his shoes. He cursed softly but after all it would keep the roads empty and that might be important.


  When he reached The Crescent there wasnt a soul in sight. Most of these big houses had been adapted as offices or taken over by the authorities as emergency rest-centres in case of raids;
  he felt to-night hed be glad to see even those forbidden gleams of light that are usually visible like ribbons of gold from the pavement. It would have established his contact with a living
  world. But still, perhaps it was better so. The house he wanted was No. 32. The basement had been strutted up as an air-raid shelter; the front door stood ajar to afford protection of a sort for
  those unfortunate enough to be caught out-of-doors when the sirens sounded.


  He went quickly up the steps and taking off his hat shook the snow from it. He looked rapidly in both directions but the place seemed deserted. No one, then, had seen him come, and even Bess
  didnt know his plans, had never so much as heard of James Chigwell, Chigwell the human spider who fattened on the blood of other men, on their misfortunes, on their mistakes. Oh, only a fool
  believed the past could die.


  He went softly up the long uncarpeted stairs. Hed been here before; he knew where the wood creaked and where you had to step on the painted border if you didnt want to advertise
  your coming. Chigwell was on the second floor. The first floor was the workroom of a beauty parlour, what they called a beautician in America. They shut down smartly at five oclock, but even
  now a faint scent of powder and cream came through the locked doors, reminding him of Bess. Suddenly he wished the whole horrible business was over, that hed never come, in short, but was
  back at The Case Is Altered, with Bess warm and laughing beside him, Bess who laughed at ill-luck, laughed at poverty, laughed at danger, would one of these days laugh at death. There
  it was againthe forbidden word. He shivered. On the second floor he stopped, listening intently. There wasnt a sound from within. He bent double and looked under the door. No light in
  the hall, no movement, no murmur of voices. So Chigwell was alone. He was here, of course. Rumour said he never left the place, even sleeping on the premises. From his pocket Kenneth Jardine took a
  key. Heaven send it would fit the lock, go in smoothly, not betray him. It was of the essence of his scheme that he should take Chigwell by surprise. The key went into the lock like a hot knife
  into butter. The door opened noiselessly and now he stood in the narrow dark hall. He was shaking from head to foot; it seemed to him the stairs were creaking as though an army of ghosts, ghosts of
  all the poor devils whod come stealing to this house of dishonour after dark as hed done, waited there, encouraging him, cheering him on. He put his hand to his forehead. He
  mustnt get excited now. A pulse beat furiously in his temple; he felt his heart pumping. Very gently he closed the front door. The room he wanted was on the right. There was a golden gleam
  under the door and he stood a moment, sweating like a nervous horse, trying to get himself in hand for what lay just ahead. There were great double doors to this room, painted white and never
  washed; the handles were tarnished gilt. As you opened the right-hand doorthe left one was permanently boltedyou saw yourself in a long mirror on the wall. Chigwell had put that
  mirror there and had his desk in a place that enabled him to see the reflection of every new-comer. A man who lived as he did couldnt be too careful.


  Kenneth opened the door a crack and waited. Still there wasnt a sound. It was possible that Chigwell hadnt noticed. He thought of the terrible story of The Tell-Tale
  Heart, of the watcher pausing an hour in the darkness to make sure that his victim slept. His (Kenneths) nerves would stand no such strain. He gave the door a sudden push, thrust in
  his hand and switched off the light. Chigwell always arranged the lights so that he and his desk were in gloom; a man with a business like his couldnt afford unnecessary risks.


  He rather expected Chigwell to speak, to turn on another light, to pick up the telephone. But nothing happened. He began to talk in a loud voice that was almost a shout.


  This is Kenneth Jardine, Chigwell. Ive come for the papers of mine youve got. I havent brought the hundred pounds you asked for. I havent got a hundred pounds.
  Im not worth so much to anyone in the world. So Ive come to take them for nothing. You see? Youd better give them to me. Im desperate. I shant draw the line
  anywhere, Chigwell, not anywhere. And Im armed.


  Still that heavy brooding silence, full of threats. He turned on the light and at the same instant hurled himself forward at the big man sitting at the desk.
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  It wasnt very long, after all, before he was standing, sweating and retching, in the little narrow hall. It didnt matter how much noise he made now, Chigwell
  wouldnt hear him. No sense walking back while he looked like this. You never knew when you mightnt cannon into a bobby or some fellow whod recognise you, and then when the news
  got out to-morrow hed remember he saw you in the neighbourhood and you were obviously rattled. All the same, hed give a good deal not to be able to remember what hed left
  behind in the darkened room. Suddenly he jerked upright. There was a new sound, easily distinguishable from the various sounds that pealed only in his own brain. In the room of death a telephone
  had begun to ring. It rang and rang and he stood there hypnotised. He wanted to lift his head and shout, You bloody fool, whats the good of hanging on? Hes not going to answer,
  hes never going to answer anyone again. Except the Recording Angel. Knowing Chigwell youd wonder if he mightnt have some answer even for him. It seemed to Kenneth the
  whole world must hear that pealing bell. At any minute footsteps would sound on the stairs, hands thunder at the door. Then a new thought came to him. Suppose this was Fate giving him a last
  chance? Hed learned that you cant trust Fate, but he knew, too, that miracles do happen. Steeling himself to re-enter that awful room he took the receiver from the hook.
  Yes, he said, and if his voice didnt sound like James Chigwell it didnt sound like Kenneth Jardine either.


  Mr. Chigwell, said a desperate voice at the other end of the line, this is Mrs. Amherst. Youve got to give me another week, just a week, Mr. Chigwell. Money
  doesnt grow on trees, and I cant ask Jim. You know I cant ask Jim. Please, Mr. Chigwell. He couldnt stand any more. He knew too well what it was like to hold on
  to a receiver with shaking hands and a burning heart and plead for mercy from something that couldnt spell the word. He laid down the receiver very gently and someone went on talking to
  nothingness. He thought he couldnt stand any more of this. His watch said ten oclock. Surely hed established the fact that Chigwell was alive then. His muddled brain
  couldnt tell him how that would help him, but it seemed somehow important. He came back into the hall; in a few minutes now hed be back with Bess, with warmth and light and a courage
  that a hundred Chigwells couldnt daunt. He tried to forget that womans voice, to tell himself that by to-morrow shed know she could stop being afraid. It didnt occur to
  him that when the murder was discovered she might not give her testimony because she wouldnt want the unknown Jim to know of her connection with the dead man.


  He was about to open the front door when a second and far worse shock staggered him. This new development was something hed never contemplated. Someone was ringing the electric bell of
  the flat! He had been so much occupied with the telephone he hadnt been listening for sounds from outside. Now he was caught like a rat in a trap. Because that door wasnt going to be
  opened, and that would be proof, in spite of half a hundred telephone calls, that Chigwell had been dead when the visitor came. The new-comer, he assumed, had an appointment at ten oclock,
  and when they found the body next morning hed come forward with his evidence. The bell shrilled again; Kenneth stood absolutely motionless. Go away, his heart was imploring, go away and let
  me get out. But suppose whoever it was went to the police, suppose something aroused his suspicions? He, Kenneth Jardine, might be found on the premises and what defence could he conceivably offer?
  His only hope was that the man on the farther side of the door wouldnt be anxious to advertise his whereabouts. Most of Chigwells clients came by stealth and went with shame. The
  police were the last people they wanted to meet.


  He seemed to have waited a long time. Now everything was quiet. The visitor must have crept away. No one surely would remain so long outside an unopened door. Then he remembered Chigwells
  unpleasant habit of keeping his victims hanging about to show his own power over them, and decided to wait another five minutes. And it was as well that he did so. For a minute later the
  letter-flap was pushed back and under Kenneths fascinated, horrified eyes something came wavering through the slit. The man on the other side was leaving a notea note for a dead man.
  Kenneth put his hands over his mouth so that he shouldnt laugh out loud. There was a wire cage nailed on the door and this was padlocked, but there was a narrow space between it and the door
  and the strip of paper slipped down and lay on the mat. After another agonised minute Kenneth heard the steps going downstairs, firm assured steps they sounded. He wondered how his would sound to a
  stranger. Hed go down on tiptoe expecting voices to speak to him out of the dark, hands to reach out to detain him. He hadnt the consciousness of innocence, actual and intended, that
  makes it possible for a man to face even his accusers with courage. Slipping through into the hall, not daring to put on the light but using a small electric torch, he picked up the bit of paper.
  It was a sheet from a diary and read:


  


  Came at 10 oclock as agreed by phone to-night; no reply. Will phone to-morrow.R. B.


  


  Even now he didnt dare open the door and come out; the fellow might be sheltering in the entrance. Or he might even come back. But though he stayed where he was for
  another fifteen minutes there was no further disturbance of the silence. He stole back into the room and lifted a corner of the heavy black-out. There was no one to be seen; the snow was still
  coming down steadily.


  He came away at last; he thought there might be another visitor and his shattered nerves wouldnt be able to bear it. In the hall he hesitated again over the slip of paper. Should he leave
  it where it was or destroy it? His instinct now was solely one of self-preservation. He had no thought any longer for the man who had left the message or for the Thing sprawled over the big desk in
  the living-room. Eventually, still not sure that he was acting wisely, he dropped the paper back on the floor and slipped out. The door had a self-closing mechanism and shut without a sound. He
  edged his way down the stairs step by step, and came softly out into the street. He had often heard that men lose the throw because they dont see far enough ahead, dont take the long
  view. He tried to cast his thoughts forward to to-morrow and the day after but it was no good. His brain was paralysed.
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  He reached his room at The Case Is Altered without encountering anyone. He had a shock when he saw his own face; it was hardly recognisable.


  Just as well, he said aloud, with a sound that was meant for dispassionate comment and ended alarmingly in a smothered giggle. Dont want to be recognised. Cant
  afford to be recognised.


  He dropped into a chair. Oh, God, why had he gone to that flat to-night? His chin dropped to his chest. Hed been tired before, tired when he was in the Air Force, but never tired like
  this. Hed been afraid, too, as most men were one time or anotherlame-ducking home, not sure if youd make it or come down in the cold dirty sea. But that wasnt this new
  sort of fear. This was craven, despicable. The awful thing was that he couldnt bear the burden of his knowledge. He wanted to go down to the brightly-lighted bar packed with men, all
  laughing with Bess, chaffing her, getting saucy repartees. He wanted to tell them what had happened, what was awaiting discovery at No. 32 The Crescent. He got to his feet, then halted,
  panic-stricken. That was the one thing he must never say.


  He shivered and realised that he was soaked through. Hed better change before he got pneumonia and babbled all his secrets on a bed of delirium. He pulled off his clothes, flung them down
  anyhow, the way he always did.


  Anyone ud know you were a bachelor, Bess used to say.


  He got into another suit, lighted the gas-fire and crouched over it. If only he could stop shaking, lose this sense of numbing cold. Even the snow wouldnt wholly account for that. If he
  went around looking like this in the morning a blind man would know something was wrong. He looked again at his watch. 10.50. Only thirty minutes ago hed been stealing like a thief out of
  Chigwells flat. An hour and a half ago hed been in the room he occupied now, with this evenings history still unwritten, his share of it, at all events.


  Oh God! he exclaimed in desperation. Help me to put up a good show when Bess comes up.


  Because he knew that if he didnt go down shed come looking for him. It was one of the ironies of fate that she, who brimmed over with the maternal instinct, would probably never
  have children of her own.


  He sat there, lighting cigarettes and pitching them away till his case was empty. He looked at his watch again. Eleven oclock. He found an odd cigarette in his coat-pocket and lighted
  that but it tasted dry, bitter. Two or three puffs were all he could manage of that.


  Bess came up a quarter of an hour later; he heard her footsteps stop at his door.


  You back, Ken?


  Im back. He came quickly to meet her. Perhaps in the half-dark passage she wouldnt notice anything strange.


  Wouldnt she look at you? taunted Bess. And her hand touched his shoulder. It was like a finger of flame. He must have been mad to think he could keep a secret from her.


  I meant to come down for a drink, he lied, flinching away from that kind hand. God, its cold out to-night.


  I suppose you got soaked through, she said severely.


  A bit. Ive changed, though, and Ive been roasting in front of the fire.


  Lets come in and have a warm for a minute.


  She seemed so blessedly normal, so alive and fearless; it was like meeting someone from a sunlit world. He had moved among nightmares and shadows for so long the sunshine dazzled him. She picked
  up the coat hed flung anyhow on a chair, carried it across the room to the wardrobe. She stooped for his discarded trousers, then his shirt. He said something casual, because silence was the
  one thing he couldnt bear, but she didnt reply. He turned to look at her and saw that she had his shirt in her hand, was staring at it.


  Hullo! he exclaimed. Whats the matter? Another button gone?


  It seemed a long time before Bess answered. She was like that creature beloved of the novelist, a woman turned to stone. His eyes left her face, followed her rigid gaze. He started.


  Whats that? For on the sleeve of the shirt was a dark unmistakable stain.


  What do you think? demanded Bess. What does it look like?


  He said in a voice that matched hers, It looks like blood.


  It is blood, confirmed Bess. Ken, what have you been doing?


  He exclaimed sharply, Itll wash out, wont it? cursing himself for that inattentiveness to detail that might do for him yet.


  Itll wash all right, she agreed. What I want to know ishow did it get there?


  He stammered. I dont knowI didnt seethat is, I cant tell you.


  Lucky for you I saw it before anyone else did. Ken, what in Heavens name have you been up to?


  I dont know what you mean, he said in a rough voice. Ivejust been out. God, I wish I had a drink.


  She took no notice of that. She rolled the shirt up to take away. Then she looked at him; he was afraid when he saw the storm of feeling in her candid eyes. No man living, he thought, had a
  chance with a woman once her mind was made up.


  Youd much better tell me, she urged. Then she paused. Or maybe youre right not to say anything. Maybe no one should know.
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