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  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


  THE HOUSE stood on the side of a hill, with a windmill for background and behind that a wide expanse of pale sky with nothing to interrupt the view but
  a few trees and, in the far distance, a tall pointed spire white as limestone against the grayer clouds. It was clear that whoever chose the site had done so for a whim rather than with any sense
  of convenience, for it was isolation itself, and when it came to putting in a water supply two builders flatly refused to take on the job. They said it would cost as much as the house itself.


  Dammit! exploded Colonel Anstruther, are you being asked to pay for it or am I?


  He took his prospective custom away from them and approached a third man who, looking very long-faced, said it would be a job, a hell of a job.


  And what are you here for but to undertake jobs? demanded the eccentric Colonel. Upon my soul, if Id shown as little initiative when I was in India holding my first
  commission Id have been drummed out of the army double-quick and quite right, too. What you want in the armyand out of it for that matterare men who can face up to a difficulty
  and find out how to tackle it. Dyou suppose Im paying you to tell me its going to be a job to bring water here? Dyou suppose Im such a crack-brained
  flannel-footed oaf I cant see that for myself?


  This was precisely what the builder had thought, but he didnt dare say so. The Colonel was one of those long thin men with impressive moustaches, who look as though they should suffer
  from low blood pressure, but if he did no one would have guessed it.


  He got his water, of course, and as for electricity, he said that was a new-fangled ideaanything less than fifty years old was new-fangled to the Coloneland only a fad to make life
  easier for a pack of lazy servants eating their heads off and getting machines to do their work for them. (But after Rose Anstruther came back electricity was installed as a matter of course.) In
  the background, but not too far away, was Jock, the Colonels ex-soldier servant, a grizzled impassive creature with Scottish tenacity, sharing his masters view of the fuss and folly
  that is Woman. Rose didnt count as Woman; like her father, she was beyond normal rules and regulations in Jocks eyes and, as subsequent visitors were speedily to learn for
  themselves, it was Jocks word that counted.


  It was after Rose made her surprising runaway match with Gerald Fleming that the Colonel built The Downs. He had fought against what he considered an absurdly fanciful title, but for once he
  suffered defeat. Having stood out for months against every suggestion his builder could offer from Seaview to Windmill House, he found that he had to have an address of some sort if any letters
  were to reach him, and down in the village it was invariably referred to as the house on the downs, so The Downs it became. The Colonel himself never used the name. My house, he would say, and, if
  pressed for a description of its situation, would add, On the hill there. You cant miss it. There isnt another building for half a mile.


  Rose Anstruther was twenty-eight when she ran away. She was one of those enigmatic Botticelli women, serene enough on the surface and lovely as something out of Primavera. Women openly wondered
  why she hadnt married before, and decided it was that selfish father of hers. At that time the Anstruthers lived in a very pleasant house in the village, close to the sea;
  Rose never appeared to have servant trouble as other women did. Servants presumably left for the usual reasons and new ones took their place, but you never saw the stately Miss Anstruther in
  registry offices. In point of fact, Jock engaged the servants. Rose and the Colonel both thought this reasonable. It was Jock who would have to work with them. Perhaps it was living in India for so
  many years that gave them both their air of aloof dignity.


  In Sunbridge naturally the household aroused a good deal of speculation. Women who had worked in the house said there were no photographs standing about, and neither the Colonel nor Rose ever
  mentioned the late Mrs. Anstruther. The Colonel belonged to a ClubSunbridge is favored as a retiring-place for innumerable military menand cherished a passion for maps. Miss
  Anstruther occupied herself with the flowers, a little ladylike gardening, her embroidery, and occasional visits to their few acquaintances. She was regularly At Home once a month, had select
  tennis parties in the summer, and it was a matter for congratulation to achieve the entree to any of her functions.


  What does she do with herself all day? matrons asked one another, but a young man who had been infatuated with her at sight returned passionately, People like Miss
  Anstruther dont have to do things. It is enough for them just to be.


  It was the same young man who said of her that she walked in beauty like the night, but when a certain Mrs. Pendlebury mentioned the young mans name to Rose, longing to know
  if anything was likely to come of it, she turned her lovely, calm face to her companion, murmuring, Mr. Bennett? Have I met him? Im afraid I dont . .
  .


  Their exclusiveness and the fact that no one ever saw Rose moved by any transport of feeling started a rumour that she waswell, just a little, you knowand the ladies would nod and
  touch their foreheads and exchange experienced glances. No wonder the Colonel was so stiff and unyielding and shrank so obviously from feminine society, but though there were always ladies only too
  eager to prove to him that life might still be sweetened by human associations, he never took the hint. Morning by morning the stiff erect figure went down to the Club to read The Times,
  punctually at one oclock he returned to lunch, and in the afternoon he and his daughter might often be seen together, apparently absorbed in one anothers company.


  Then, all of a sudden, Rose disappeared. Gerald Fleming was admittedly attractive, a year or so younger than Rose, a creature of impulsive charm and a delightful sophistication. Rose had always
  had admirers, and there were some, the Colonel among them, who couldnt see what he had to offer that made him more desirable than a score of other young nincompoops who had worshipped at his
  lovely Roses shrine. But it seemed Rose had at last fallen in love and she proposed to marry her swain. The Colonel pooh-poohed the whole idea. The chap was unstable, he said, had no
  educated ideas about settlements, talked as if you could live on bread and cheese and kisses, in other words on his wifes income, and above and beyond all that, a fellow doesnt
  marry to bring up a daughter to look after some other chap. Having expressed his views he appeared to consider the subject closed.


  The affair differed from innumerable other romances in that there were no arguments, no wild pleas, accusations, brokenhearted Rose or frantic young man. All three participants were accustomed
  to having their own way; all intended to do so on this occasion. Rose for all her surface tranquillity was a creature of deep feeling, and it never occurred to her that she should not have what
  she so greatly desired. Since Papa was proving so unreasonable, and since open disagreement between them was unthinkable, she packed a trunk, told Jock to order a cab and drove away from the house
  one morning when the Colonel was at his club, to join her lover in London. She even left the traditional three-cornered note on her fathers pincushion.


  It was after this that the Colonel bought the site of The Downs and had the plans drawn up. Like his daughter, he wasnt used to defeat, and he went through the objections and hesitancies
  of builders and their allies like a hot knife going through butter. When they suggested other sites, he threw their plans on the floor and came back to his original notion. It must have been force
  of personality that got him his way, for he was not a rich man, nor was he an influential one. But the house went up at an astonishing rate, and carts and lorries climbed the hill and cranes came
  into position, and when the whole was finished it was a sight for the whole neighborhood. These came in admiring groups to stand a little way off and tell one another in surprised tones that really
  it was staggering what the old boy had thought of. They themselves wouldnt have chosen that particular site too expensive, too remote, any reason would serve; they wouldnt
  even have chosen that type of architecturethey supposed hed got the idea from his Indian sojourns, they confided to one another, even those who had never been nearer India than
  Brightlingstone, the big seaside town that drew thousands from all over the country during the summer seasonbut one and all agreed that the finished article was extraordinarily attractive
  and stranger still, appropriate to its surroundings. Long and lowit stood on two floors onlywith an unparalleled view across the Downs to the sea in the distance, it seemed to melt
  into its background, without ever becoming insignificant. However, their opportunities of admiring it were few, for after enduring the sightseers for about a week the Colonel stamped into his
  builders establishment and demanded a boardat once. Want it by Saturday, said the Colonel. Here are the specifications.


  The board read simply: This is a private house. Not open for inspection.


  The next batch of curiosity-mongers laughed and said did the old man think we were living in the Middle Ages and hed got something to learn, but all the same after its erection they
  stayed at a respectful distance. One of the wags, in fact, said the house was typical of its owner, and it would be luck to have him for a neighbor in hell, because hed freeze even the
  purgatorial flames. All the same, the notice served its purpose, and the Colonel had all the privacy he needed.


  The ladies of the community speculated on the size of the house. It was absurd, they said, to put up that barn of a place just for a widower, and they watched and wondered and confided to one
  another their suspicions about a new Mrs. Anstruther; they even tried to pump the servants, but they got short shrift here, for Jock was as unapproachable as his master and the only other member
  of the staff at that time was an enormous Scotswoman called Mrs. Mack, who contrived, for all her size, to remain practically invisible. So, for a time, the two elderly men rattled about in the
  place like a couple of peas. Then it leaked out that he had transported all his daughters belongings to the new house, where he had had a complete suite arranged for her convenience with all
  her personal furnishings put in practically the same order as before. Her grand piano, her embroidery frame, her beautiful bedroom suite and curtains, her aubusson carpet, her china cabinet,
  pictures, knick-knacks, so that if she returned without warning at any time she could step straight into the life she had left.


  And this, in fact, was precisely what Rose did.


  Six years after her sensational elopement, she arrived at the door of The Downs in a hired car and a quantity of luggage, displaying no more hurry, secrecy or fear about this move than there had
  been about her flight. Out of the car stepped a tall auburn-haired Botticelli lady, beautifully dressedher clothes had always been the envy of Sunbridge matronsthe driver alighted and
  rang the bell, and Jock answered the door. Rose said in composed tones, Good afternoon, Jock. Ive come home. Are my rooms ready? I should like a hot bath and some tea sent to my
  bedroom.


  Jock said, I knew yed be back anon, and that was the only comment he was ever known to make on the development. He and the driver carried up the luggage, a little later Rose
  had her bath and afterwards Jock himself took up her tea. He explained that the cook was a plain body, not much used to ladies, and Rose suggested the engagement of another woman to help in the
  house now that she herself was at home. Jock said, Ill see to that first thing in the morning, and left Rose to drink her tea. Mrs. Mack lumbered up with offers of assistance,
  and between them the two women unpacked the boxes, which were then removed by Jock, and a few minutes later the Colonel came in. No one knew how he took the news, since no one saw the meeting of
  the two, but what he actually said when he saw his daughter again was, Well, youve been some time making up your mind, but I knew youd never stay with that flibbertigibbet. Now
  I hope youre going to settle down.


  Yes, said Rose gently. Ive come home, for good.


  Thats fine, said the Colonel. Youll find all your things here. Only one thing, Rose, I wont have that fellow here. He must understand that.


  Rose said in the same dispassionate tone, He wont come here. You see, hes dead.


  Dead, eh? It seemed impossible to startle any of the members of this extraordinary household. Probably the best days work he ever did. How did it happen?


  You were right about him, and I found that out within six months. Yet looking back, knowing as little as I did then, I believe I should do the same again. I dont think men
  understood it, but there was something very attractive about Gerald. Other women noticed it, too.


  Like that? growled the Colonel.


  The real trouble was he was a natural gambler. Nothing could stop him. You know, he had no money except his retired pay.


  Chap of his age has no right to be retired, snapped the Colonel, not unless hes got land to look after.


  Oh, I think there had been some trouble. He was always very lavish when he had money, spent it like a prince. But on the whole he was lucky. He gambled everything away . . .


  Yours, too? The Colonels private opinion was the fellow looked like a pimp, but women seemed to have no discrimination.


  Everything he could touch.


  Thank God, your mother had the sense to tie some money up. Has everything else gone?


  She nodded. Jewels, car. . . . The funny thing was I didnt mind at first, if he wanted it. Then I began to see how hopeless it was. It was like a drug. He didnt seem able to
  stop. He said he was writing a book on gambling. He took a villa at Monte Carlo so that he could have quiet to work . . .


  The Colonel looked at her sharply. She couldnt really be so green. Fellows didnt take villas in the Riviera to write books. . . . He saw that she wasnt deceived.


  That too? he muttered.


  Her next words shocked him. It was there he shot himself, she said.


  The Colonel was appalled. My dear Rose! I had no notion . . .


  Ever since it happened Ive asked myself if it was my fault. He warned me he was at the end of his tether. He had done that before, but never with quite the same urgency. He said,
  If you dont help me now you may be sorry later on. I explained that I had nothing left I could touch, but he said I could borrow on my security. I told him you had made me
  promise never to do that, but he said a husbands need ought to come before a promise that should never have been made. But oh! She put out her hands in a gesture so weary yet so
  poignant that even the tough old man was moved. In spite of the atmosphere of tragedy in which she had returned, he could find nothing but joy in his heart at the sight of her. What was the
  sense? It would all have gone in a few days and we should have been absolutely destitute. I asked him if he would come back to England, but he refused. I dont know whether he had some
  reason for not wanting to be seen there, but I think it was probably his passion for gambling that made him adamant. It was his life to him. He told me again that if I didnt help him this
  time he was ruined, but I had been through it all so often before, and I was hard. That night I felt exhausted and I went to bed soon after dinner. He said he was going back to the casino for a
  final fling. I never saw him again alive. Next morning he was found at the villa with his revolver by his side. She shivered. The doctor said he must have been dead for
  hours.


  Poor child, he thought, she must have known some passion of grief, of remorse, of anger, when it happened; but now her voice was dull as a gray day.


  His own revolver, of course?


  Yes. He always had one. He used to say it was a gentlemans last friend. As a matter of fact . . . she hesitated. The police were very considerate and this never got
  into the papers, but I think he was expecting someone to meet him at the villa that night, perhaps someone who would have helped him. When they found him there was a tray on a sidetable with two
  glasses on it and some wine, that hadnt been touched. They thought he must have waited until he realised whoever it was wasnt coming, and that was the end of his hope.


  May be a lot of speculation, growled the Colonel, hoping he was saying the right thing.


  They werent very much moved by it, Rose acknowledged. That sort of thing happens too often out there. Men gamble for fortunes, lose them and throw up the sponge.
  Gerald was just one of a great army, no personal significance at all. They were more interested to know if I could pay up his debts than anything rise.


  Youve left nothing outstanding? The Colonels voice was sharp.


  Nothing. I paid the hotel bill and I sold everything he left, his cigarette case and lighter, his watch, his clothes, everything. He wasnt on terms with any of his
  relationsI gather they broke off connections years ago, and there was no one left to write to. Two or three curious ghouls came to the funeral, but people out there are forgotten as you
  would forget a pheasant you shot last week. Living is very expensive, but life itself very cheap. She drew a deep breath and looked round her. For nearly six years Ive dreamed
  of coming home, she said. It doesnt seem possible Im really here.


  They never talked of Gerald Fleming again.


  The neighbors nearly split themselves trying to find out what had happened, but they were the kind that seldom goes abroad for a holiday and all they could learn was that he had died abroad. It
  was thought perfectly normal for Rose to return to her fathers roof, and when, a year later, she unostentatiously changed her name by deed poll and was once again Rose Anstruther the
  Knows-Alls nodded significantly to one another and said it was a mercy the chap had diedall except those who didnt believe in the story of his death but imagined him gallivanting on
  the Continent with some bejewelled mistress.


  After her return life at The Downs changed little. The staff was increased, every now and again large exquisite boxes bearing the names of famous couturires and milliners were
  delivered at the house, for Rose dressed as perfectly as ever, but the rigid ban on hospitality was not lifted, and now she was not even At Home to her neighbors. A servant-girl said the lady did
  the most wonderful petit-point embroidery and spent hours reading and playing the piano. There were no photographs of the late Mr. Fleming anywhere and his name was never mentioned. For all the
  difference he had made to the household it seemed that he might never have existed.


  About five years after Roses return a new inmate came to The Downs. This was the Colonels brother, Joseph Anstruther, a man of much the same build, only his hobby was crime instead
  of maps. He filled the shelves in his room with records of famous trials, autobiographies of detectives, treatises on crime in various countries, and delighted in the day-to-day crimes revealed in
  the press. When any such outrage had been committed, he was instantly on the trail, explaining to the tranquil Rose and the impatient Colonel, who was becoming a little deaf with increasing years,
  police methods and where, in his opinion, the authorities erred.


  If ever I commit a murder . . . was a famous opening of his.


  You talk like a fool, Joseph, snapped the Colonel. Of course you wont commit a murder. Havent you ever noticed in all this multitudinous reading of yours that
  murders are never committed by gentlemen?


  When Joseph triumphantly instanced a famous murder by a soldier during the first World War the Colonel said, Fellow was mad. They shut him up, didnt they? Well then, that disposes
  of your argument.


  It was an odd household, the old Colonel living his detached life, Rose as apart from the things of everyday as if she had actually stepped out of the frame of an Old Master, Joseph Anstruther
  immersed in his hobby. He read innumerable detective stories, perpetually writing to authors to point out blunders, backing his opinion with actual judgments or cases in real life, and stressing
  the ideal location of The Downs as a scene for murder.


  But it is improbable that he anticipated what lay ahead.
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