

  [image: cover]



  


  Anthony Gilbert and The Murder Room


   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. 


  


  The Murder Room


  Where Criminal Minds Meet


  


  themurderroom.com


  



  The Spinsters Secret


  Anthony Gilbert


  [image: ]


  



  Contents


  Cover


  The Murder Room Introduction


  Title page


  


  Chapter One


  Chapter Two


  Chapter Three


  Chapter Four


  Chapter Five


  Chapter Six


  Chapter Seven


  Chapter Eight


  Chapter Nine


  Chapter Ten


  Chapter Eleven


  Chapter Twelve


  Chapter Thirteen


  Chapter Fourteen


  Chapter Fifteen


  Chapter Sixteen


  Chapter Seventeen


  Chapter Eighteen


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  Outro


  By Anthony Gilbert


  About the author


  Copyright


  



  Chapter One


  BEFORE YOU set out to commit a murder, said Arthur Crookwho was like certain Cabinet Ministers in that he rejoiced in sweeping
  statementstheres one important point to bear in mind, something like a lion in your way. And even a lion-tamer cant be sure of circumnavigating this one: that is,
  theres no foolproof method of murder. You can be as clever as Old Nick, as careful as a Foreign Minister, foresee every mistake to which criminals are liable and guard against em all;
  but even so, you may be tripped up, through no fault of your own, by means of The Invisible Witness. The invisible witness is the person you couldnt account for, and therefore cant
  protect yourself against.


  He used to quote the Burning Car Murder. Rouse didnt hang, hed say, because he made mistakes (if you except the original murder), but because, when he had everything in train, two
  young men came walking over the crest of the hill at two a.m., saw him, and crashed all his carefully laid plans.


  So, he would wind up, unless youre a gambler to the nth degree, leave murder alone and try some safer parlour game.


  Afterwards, he added Janet Martin to his list of Awful Warnings.


  


  Every morning by ten-thirty old Miss Martin could be seen sitting at the window of her combined bed-sitting-room on the ground floor of Blakesley House looking out at the street. At seventy-four
  this had become her main occupation. Weak eyes made it impossible for her to read a great deal, and though she loved receiving letters, she had very few. She was old and poor and in indifferent
  health, and her only living relations were a prosperous married nephew residing in the north, with no time for the unsuccessful, and a niece, the daughter of her dead sister Florence. Once a month
  the niece wrote dutifully, telling her aunt such small-talk as she deemed suitable for one who had somehow lost her place in life; and she always said how busy she wasshe ran a very popular
  arts and crafts shop in Southern Englandand at birthday and Christmas she sent something from the shop to poor old Aunt Janet. Sometimes Miss Martin let herself go in her letters, and said
  how poorly she had been or how lonely it was, and the niece would say to her partner, another single woman of great dash and energy, I suppose Id better go up to London and see the
  old thing. We dont want her grumbling to the other old ladies. Miss Fraser will say she cant keep her, and then we shall be in the cart.


  Not that Miss Blake had no sense of responsibility. From time to time she sent an old coat or jumper to her aunt when she had just got a new one, which was generous, really, considering that if
  you said No coupons you could get a price for anything. Miss Blake was stalwart and Miss Martin was rather small, and last year she had looked a little nervously at the red and green
  checked spring coat her niece had given her.


  It is a little large, she said, but I dare say I could get it altered.


  Tailors are very chancy these days, the niece reminded her, and very, very expensive.


  Of course, said Miss Martin, taking the point at once. Well, I expect I can take it in a little myself. A couple of inches off the hem . . .


  Surely its an advantage having it a little long, said Miss Blake. So much warmer. And after all, Auntieshe laughed merrilyat your age one
  doesnt bother about being fashionable.


  I might turn it up, of course, speculated Miss Martin, but it would be very bulky.


  I dont advise you to try cutting it about, urged the niece, looking annoyed. You wont get material like that again in a hurry. It came from a very exclusive
  shop in Winchester, and its pre-war.


  It was on the tip of Miss Martins tongue to ask which war; but she had realised a long time ago that dear Doreen had no sense of humour, so she said meekly that it was very good of her,
  and then spoiled everything by asking Doreen if she had decided to buy that new wireless yet. Miss Martin loved the wireless, and sometimes left her door open so that she could hear the wireless
  from the room upstairs.


  Yes; I got a real bargain through one of our regular customerssuch a nice woman. Her husband was in the last Honours List. And I sold the old one for quite a good sum, so really I
  dont think I need accuse myself of extravagance.


  She smiled complacently. Miss Martin sat staring at her as though she couldnt believe her ears.


  Youyou sold it? she whispered.


  Of course. I didnt want two. And Agatha . . . whyAunt Janet, what is the matter?


  Miss Martin hadnt realised till this minute how much she had counted on having the old set when Doreen bought a new one. She told herself that, of course, it wasnt possible for
  young peopleDoreen was thirty-nine, but that was young to Miss Martinto appreciate the position of the old and feeble. She wasnt really unkind, . . . All the same, after Doreen
  had gone offsaying she really couldnt wait for the late trainAgatha was so good about carrying on single-handed, but one simply couldnt take advantage of other
  peoples good nature, could one?Miss Martin found to her horror that there were tears in her eyes. She wiped them away and resolutely started thinking of something else; but it was no
  good. They kept coming back and pouring down her face, and, to crown her humiliation, Miss Fraser came briskly up and found her in a state of collapse.


  Now, come, Miss Martin, we cant have this, she said. She was always brisk with her old ladies. She believed otherwise they yielded to self-pity, and everyone knew that was
  fatal. Whats the matter? I hope you havent had bad news.


  N-no, of course not. Its just that I had hoped . . .


  I dont know what Miss Blake would say if she could see you; just when shes given up a whole day to paying you a visit.


  Miss Martin hurriedly dried her eyes. She didnt want Miss Fraser writing to Miss Blake. That would be fatal. So she pulled herself together, and said there had been a little bit of bad
  news, but she was all right, really. She knew Doreen would be very angry if she knew of this incident, so she changed the subject; and Miss Fraser said what a splendid person Miss Blake was, and
  how fortunate to have a good-natured niece.


  The next time Doreen came, Miss Fraser managed to meet her in the hall, and say she hoped the old lady was all right. She seemed a little feeble these days.


  Doreen was shocked. Hanging over the heads of all the next-of-kin of the old ladies who lived at Blakesley House was the covert threat of expulsion. Miss Frasers employers relied
  implicitly on the housekeepers reports, and if she said that one of the tenants was getting past looking after herself they suggested that her niece or daughter, or whoever it might be,
  should look out for some alternative accommodation for her. This fear made Doreen more brisk than usual, and she observed that she had been wondering for some time if this big room wasnt
  really rather a lot for Miss Martin to manage. Miss Martin, touched by so much consideration, said she had sometimes wished she could have a little help, and Miss Fraser knew a very nice woman who
  obliged for two shillings an hour; but Doreen drew in her horns at once and said, I dont think you can afford that sort of luxury, and laughed merrily to show that it was a
  sort of joke; and then sobering up, remarked that the housekeeper had spoken of the possibility of one of the smaller rooms on the third floor shortly becoming vacant. And that, said
  Doreen in impressive tones, would mean less workand, of course, a lower rent. And shes very kindly offered to give you first refusal.


  Oh, no, exclaimed Miss Martin, shocked into downright speech, I couldnt go upstairs!


  Why not? demanded Doreen. Theres nothing wrong with your heart, is there?


  It isnt that; though, of course, my legs arent what they were. And what with all this standing in queues, I dont feel I could face all those stairs every time I went
  out. But I should be too far away from people.


  Which people?


  The people in the street.


  Doreen stared. But youdont know them.


  Theyre company for me just the same. And I feel as if I knew some of them. The same people come up and down several times a week and I get to know them by sight, and I make up
  stories about themsometimes I think theyre in love and . . .


  Aunt Janet! Doreen sounded appalled. You must be out of your mind.


  Certainly not. The old lady coloured. Its very solitary for me sitting here all day. I dont get out much in bad weather, and I cant read a great deal.
  These people really make up my life.


  I hope you dont talk like that to everyone, observed Doreen uneasily. Theyll think youre quite odd, and you know theres always a waiting-list for
  these rooms. As a matter of fact, she added heroically, if youre really so lonely Ill try and come a little oftener.


  But that wasnt a bit what Miss Martin wanted. Doreen came without warning as it was. She said a treat was doubly delightful if it was also a surprise, and there were days when Aunt Janet
  felt she really couldnt put the place in the apple-pie order she liked and Doreen apparently expected. And then without warning Doreen would come sweeping round the corner and dash straight
  in, and all the dust poor Miss Martin had swept so cunningly under the rug would come snaking out, and the ornaments her fluttering duster had overlooked all seemed to become more prominent. Doreen
  wasnt the only one who was afraid of Miss Fraser suggesting a change. Miss Martin never had the possibility out of her mind.


  Of course it was a big room; the ground floor rooms were the largest in the house. Miss Martin had to have a big room because of her furniture, which had come from her mothers house. It
  was the sort of furniture that needs a great deal of dusting and polishing, and for sentiments sake she had kept a number of ornaments and photographs in silver frames (that needed cleaning)
  and bits of silver and knick-knacks, because it made the place seem homelike. The trim Doreen fidgeted to see so much rubbish, but Agatha Turner, her partner, would console her by saying,
  Well, the old soul has nothing to do the livelong day, my dear. Let her keep the place clean. Itll stop her from brooding.


  After that, however, Doreen was careful not to seem to notice any neglect, and Miss Martin did her best to seem particularly healthy when her niece appeared. So for a little while they threw
  dust in each others eyes and buried their fears. But not very deep under the surface.


  



  Chapter Two


  MOST OF ALL, when she sat at the window, Miss Martin liked to watch the children. Most of them were inclined to be hooligans, and belonged to the
  various housekeepers who lived in the basements all along the Square; but sometimes what Miss Martin called nice children went by, or babies in prams. When she was young the old lady had thought
  she might marry and have a baby, but there had only been herself and Florence and their motherher brother, who was older than either of them, had married quite young and cut himself off from
  his familyand Florence was more robust, more pushing altogether, and was altogether resolved to get a husband. Mrs. Martin wanted one of her girls to marry and the other to stay at home and
  look after her. She constantly reminded them of all she had undergone in bringing them into the world, and said it wasnt surely too much for a mother to expect a little gratitude later on.
  Florence and her mother had been so anxious to get Florence a husband that any personable man who might have been interested was frightened away; and Florence didnt marry till she was over
  thirty, when she took a childless widower a good deal older than herself. After that, Mrs. Martin gave up all attempts at entertainingand became a comfortable invalid, with Janet to fetch
  and carry for her. She had been quite an old lady when she died, and Janet had been more than middle-aged, and by that time her sister was also a widow with this one daughter, and not very amusing
  to visit, because in a way it was like being with her mother all over again. And Janet grew older and more feeble; and the war came, and her income was worth less and less, and for the past two
  years she had been at Blakesley House, having come when London wasnt so popular on account of bombs as it became afterwards. And she feared more than anything losing her big room and her
  vantage-point at the window.


  One day, when she sat as usual watching the street, she saw a perfectly charming sight. A little girl in a red coat and a red tam-o-shanter, with long dark plaits hanging to her waist,
  went by, accompanied by a nurse or governessnow that it was low to wear any but a Service uniform you couldnt really tellwith an Aberdeen puppy in plaid braces
  racing on ahead. The little girl looked six or seven years old, and wore a solemn air. But she had such distinction, carried herself so beautifully and moved with such grace, that the word
  royal flashed instantly into Miss Martins mind. As they passed the window the child looked up and saw the old lady sitting there, and on an impulse Miss Martin waved her hand.
  There was a momentary pause, and then the little girl lifted her hand and sketched a kind of salute before hurrying on after her companion. From that day Miss Martin counted it a lost day if she
  didnt see the child. On the mornings that they exchanged their queer little silent gesture of friendship she put a red ring round the calendar of noble thoughts that Doreen had sent from the
  shop last Christmas, a month to a page. And as the weeks went on, Miss Martin was consumed by a desire somehow to meet and speak to the little girl. The other passers-by lost all interest for her.
  She tried to time her little expeditions to the shops so that she might meet the couple and the delightful dog in the street.


  After a while it struck her that the little girls companion changed with suspicious frequency. No sooner had Miss Martin got accustomed to one face than it vanished and,
  anotherall, she noticed, painfully middle-agedtook its place. She puzzled for a long time about this. Clearly there was something wrong if no one would stay with so delightful a child
  for any length of time. That was her first inkling that there might be something mysterious about the affair.


  She never spoke about the little girl to Doreen on her periodical visits; and once, when the couple passed the house and the child looked up as usual, Miss Martin had to pretend to be smoothing
  her hair, and only gave the most half-hearted wave in response. She hoped that they would understand, though how they could she couldnt imagine. Luckily; Doreen was, as usual, full of her
  own affairs and noticed nothing. It was about a week later that the miracle occurred. The little girl actually came into Miss Martins room. It so happened that the housekeeper had a pet cat,
  a very beautiful if very wanton silver Persian. She was always talking about its value and its charm, and certainly she considered it a great deal more than she considered her old ladies. On this
  particular day it had escaped her vigilance, and was standing in an insolent attitude on the top step. This was naturally too much for the little dog. He came flying up the six steps in pursuit,
  and his paws sprawled all ways at once on the polished linoleum of the hall. The little girl paused in dismay, then started to follow him. But Miss Martin was quicker still. In an instant she had
  flashed open her door and had enticed the little dog inside with the aid of a biscuit. Biscuits were on points, and Doreen would have been shocked at this extravagance. In danced the little dog,
  all growls and excitement, saw the biscuit, decided to let the matter of the cat stand over for an instant, and at the same moment Miss Martin heard a voice say, Youd better go in and
  ask for him, Pamela. You know we ought to have him on a lead.


  Its no fun for Roy on a lead, said the little girl fiercely; but she walked up the steps and knocked politely on Miss Martins door.


  Youve come for your puppy, said Miss Martin, all smiles and pleasure. Hes in here. Miss Fraser is so fussy about her cat. She spoke in the scornful tone
  of all dog-lovers who cant imagine what people see in cats. Hes just having his elevenses.


  The little girl ran in. Oh, dear, she said, hes making crumbs on the carpet! But hell clear them all up. Hoover, Roy.


  The little dog obligingly licked up the remains of his biscuit. Wont you have one? offered Miss Martin.


  Are you sure you can spare it?


  Of course. What about youris it your governess?


  Oh, Terry! Shes outside. Shall I call her?


  Yes. Terryher full name was Teresa Lawrencecame in, and Miss Martin saw that she was quite young and very pretty. She could hardly believe it. The last one had been
  very angular and plain.


  Im so sorry, she began. We both are, arent we, Pamela?


  Im not, said the little girl, looking round her with fascinated eyes. Terry, isnt it a beautiful room?


  Miss Martins heart nearly melted with delight. I like it, she acknowledged, remembering how Doreen had tried to take it away from her. It had a homelike atmosphere, because
  of the photographs and the ornaments and the big solid furniture that had seen two generations grow up and disperse. The puppy had found a chair with fringes on it, and was making little rushes,
  barking and growling.


  Roy! said the little girl warningly.


  Roy lay on his back like a cat and experimented with the curly fringe.


  What an upset for you! exclaimed Terry. Like being overrun. Pamela, youd better put on his lead. We dont want any trouble.


  Miss Martins face wore such a comical air that the girl noticed it. Have I said something wrong? she asked.


  I was thinkingthats what my niece, Doreen, always says.


  Its what Mrs. Barnes says, added the little girl.


  Were trespassers really, added Terry.


  Not at all. You came in because I asked you. As a matter of fact, thats something Ive been wanting to do for a long time. I feel, anyhow, were not quite
  strangers.


  Of course were not, said Terry. Pamela and I always come this way if we can.


  Because we dont know many people, explained Pamela.


  But thats all wrong. You ought to have a great many friends. Miss Martin caught sight of a look on Terrys face and stopped. So there was a mysterya tragedy
  perhapsabout the child. She went on quickly, Do you think one day you could both come and have tea with me? And Roy, of course.


  Well ask Guardy, said Pamela before her governess could speak. Im sure hell say Yes. From which Miss Martin deduced that someone
  elseprobably the unspecified Mrs. Barneswould probably say No.


  We should love to come, Terry added. We live at Swan House, that big house on the corner of the Square. You know, Ive always thought when Id got a home of my
  own Id put out every single thing I possessed. Why on earth should one hide all ones bits and pieces just because they give a little trouble? I meanwhy bother to be born if
  youre going to let a bit of trouble daunt you?


  She was years younger than Doreen, and might be expected to consider Janet Martin a relic from the neolithic age; but she talked to her as one woman to another, not dismissingly or charitably as
  the young so often talked to the old, but with just that shade of deference that is so appreciated once your seventieth birthday is a thing of the past.


  Then I shall look forward to seeing you, said Miss Martin. It occurred to her that Mrs. Barnes and Doreen probably came out of the same drawer. Doreen would be shocked at the idea
  of asking some people to tea when you knew nothing of them beyond their appearance, and, like so many plain downright women, she suspected charm, and she couldnt believe that any one could
  make an effort for no more reward than the pleasure it gave.


  Mr. Scotts an invalid, Terry explained as they prepared to go. Its bound to make things rather dull for Pamela.


  And Mrs. Barnes? Has she no children?


  One son. But hes grown up, and if he wasnt . . . She shook her pretty head decidedly. In six days God made Heaven and Earth, for a background for Mrs. Barnes
  and Oliver.


  At least, said Miss Martin, Im glad she has you.


  If I hadnt had an operation I suppose I would still be in the Services. But Ive got six months certain and I might get it extended. Anyway, I hope so. They say Im
  only fit for light work at the moment.


  Am I light work? demanded Pamela.


  Youre no work at all. And then she caught sight of the old French clock on the mantelpiece, with its pictured ladies in hoops and coiffures on its painted face and said,
  I shant even have that job long if we dont go now.


  I shant say good-bye, asserted Miss Martin; I shall only say au revoir. She hurriedly gave Roy another biscuit and pushed one into the little
  girls hand, and Pamela gave her a kiss of her own accord, and the three ran out of the house, and Miss Martin stood at the window smiling to see them, and then sighing because they seemed to
  have taken life with them, and reminded her of the hopes she had cherished once and that had never come to anything.


  Another three weeks passed, and though Pamela and Terry often came by the window and stopped to wave, they never came in again, and Miss Martin didnt dare ask them until Doreen had paid
  her periodical visit, because it would be absolutely typical of Miss Blake to turn up the one day her aunt had a tea-party. But at last Doreen came, bringing with her some back numbers of
  Womans Own and a really good chocolate cake with a cream filling. As a rule the cakes she brought were as plain as herself, but, as she was careful to explain, she and Agatha had
  given a little party the day before, and some of the guests hadnt arrived, so they had a whole cake left over.


  So you see, she said, beaming and showing square white teeth, our bad fortune is your good.


  Miss Martin wondered how it was she had never noticed before that when Doreen smiled she looked exactly like the milkmans horse. However, now she could forget about Doreen and send her
  invitation to Pamela and the girl Terry. It occurred to her that she didnt know Pamelas other name. Guardy was Mr. Scott, but that didnt mean that Pamela was Miss Scott. On the
  whole it seemed better to send the invitation to Miss Lawrence. When she had written it she walked round to Swan House, where they lived, and dropped it through the letter-box. Swan House, so
  called because of two huge stone swans supporting a regency portico, was a big, old-fashioned affair that had been badly hit in the blitz and hurriedly patched up. The front, however, looked
  comfortable, even luxurious, and as she stood on the well-kept steps to push her letter through the well-polished brass letter-flap, Miss Martin could see the basement kitchen, with a fire burning,
  and a cook in a striped print dress and an apron, bustling about, and hear her calling to someone, presumably another servant.


  They must be very comfortably off, thought Miss Martin. But then Pamela hadnt in the least the appearance of a neglected or poverty-stricken child. Her clothes, her
  puppyclearly a pedigree beasther governess, her whole air and manner, spoke of money, without being ostentatious. One day, thought Miss Martin, walking away from the house towards
  Beverley Gardens, they may ask me therethat is, if they accept my invitation. As she paused at the corner, looking anxiously right and left for oncoming traffic, a little dark-blue car came
  hurrying competently along the high road and turned sharply to stop opposite Swan House. It bore a number: ABC 1234. A very easy number to remember, reflected Miss Martin, and thought perhaps it
  was the doctor.


  But if so, it was a lady doctor, and somehow Mr. Scott hadnt sounded that sort of man.


  The invitation was accepted the next day, but only Pamela could come.


  You wont mind, will you? pleaded Terry. Butsomeone I know, someone specialhas embarkation leavegoing out to the Far East, Im
  afraidand it seems such a wonderful chance. . . .


  Mrs. Martin, glad to know that there was someone in the life of such a charming girl, said she was sorry, of course, for herself, but delighted for Terry, and she and Pamela would
  manage, with Roys help, and she spent a happy morning rummaging out her nice tablecloth with the real lace trimming, and arranging a piece of plate-glass and a little wooden shepherd and
  some lambs and most realistic-looking May-blossom into the most fetching table decoration for Pamelas delight. And she spread the whole weeks butter ration on the curly French loaf
  that was her sole extravagance, though Doreen was always urging her to try Procea instead, and spent all the points she had left on biscuits, and thought how wonderful it was that it should be
  Pamela and not Doreen who was coming to tea.


  Pamela chattered away very happily, not at all shy, and Miss Martin gleaned a good deal of information about her. She was an only child; both her parents were dead. She used to live in the
  country till Guardy came down from London, where he had been hurt by a bomb. When he went back he asked her if she would like to come, too, and she had said she would. He was badly hurtwould
  never walk again. She didnt go to school, though Terry said she should some day, and had always had governesses. Until Terry came they had been quite old, but Terry was a companion and
  friend as well as a teacher, and both she and Guardy hoped she was going to stay.


  In return Miss Martin told her about her childhood, about her sister Florence, and her mother, and a great tawny cat they had had called Marcus Aurelius. And she got down all the little bronze
  animals from the mantelpiece, the two foxes under a green umbrella, the mouse dressed like a housekeeper, the frog butler and the hedgehog in her spotted apron, carrying a minute dust-pan and
  brush. The afternoon flew for them both, and it seemed no time before Terry came back to pick up her charge.


  Oh, it cant be time yet! protested Miss Martin. Besides, havent you a nice piece you could say for me?


  When she was a little girl, children had always stood up to recite in the drawing-roomThe Wreck of the Hesperus orBeth-Gelert, always something sad. And
  it seemed as though the tradition persisted, for when Pamela said obligingly that of course she would, she produced a little poem one of the elderly governesses must have taught her, called
  Little Boy Blue


  
    
      
        
          The little toy dog is covered with dust,


          But sturdy and staunch he stands,


          The little toy soldier is red with rust


          And his musket moulds in his hands.

        

      

    

  


  Afterwards it seemed to Miss Martin that everything that happened that afternoon and on the subsequent afternoon when she paid her long-anticipated visit to Swan House was part
  of some mysterious jig-saw puzzle, with the most odd-shaped pieces fitting into the pattern. Nothing, not even the heartrending little recitation, was left out.


  That night, shaking the crumbs off the cloth, putting away the scrap of cake they hadnt eaten, replacing the bronze animals, Miss Martin pictured the future, that hitherto had seemed no
  more than a slow, spiritless procession to the tomb. She would visit Pamela and Pamela would visit her, and perhaps in the fine weather they could all meet in Kensington Gardens and have tea under
  one of the big striped umbrellas. . . . She got out her writing-case and wrote Doreen a delightful letter, saying how much shed enjoyed the cake and how kind it was of her to leave it, but
  never mentioning Pamela or Terry Lawrence. . . . And even that, it turned out, was going to prove important in times to come.


  And in spite of all her anticipations, that was the last time that Pamela was to visit Blakesley House.
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