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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
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  Chapter One


  ON THE DAY that Richard Sheridan died Henrietta Savage heard her daughter come home in the small hours. She switched on a bedside lamp and saw that it
  was two-thirty; she left the light on in case Hatty wanted to look in, but the steps went quickly along the passage and a minute later a closed door warned her that Hatty had gone to bed. She
  sighed a little.


  Hatty having one of her moods, she thought. They had been particularly frequent of late. Another man, she supposed. Hatty did everything with such energy. At least it meant she had
  got over Richard, and that would please her father. John Savage had come up the hard way, and I didnt work sixteen hours a day for a young blade like that to hang up his hat on a
  golden hook behind my door.


  As though John wouldnt do anything for Hatty, she thought, smiling. All the same, she couldnt help feeling that all this chopping and changing was going to make just one man, a
  husband, say, seem pretty monotonous.


  It was ten oclock before Hatty came down next day, and then she was dressed for the street, smart topcoat and a great white fur hat like a beehive. An absurd fashion thought Henrietta,
  but she had to admit the style hadnt been invented that could make her look ridiculous or plain.


  Oh, Hatty, you cant go out without breakfast, she protested.


  Just some coffee, said Hatty. She poured herself a cup from the pot on the hotplate.


  Thatll be half cold.


  Oh, Mother, dont fuss. Its all right.


  Henrietta slipped a couple of slices of bread into the electric toaster.


  Where are you going?


  Its my clinic morning. If Im late Mrs. Addison wont say anything, but I shall know what shes thinking. These volunteers! No sense of responsibility.


  Oh, nonsense, said Henrietta. She thinks very well of you.


  Too kind, murmured Hatty, and the toast popped up, a pale golden brown.


  Nice party last night? asked Henrietta, picking up her pencil. She didnt expect any answer. Hatty always said, It was all right. Why, did you expect something to
  happen? The answer came with such regularity that Henrietta had stopped listening for it. So it was a shockto be the first of many, though she didnt realise it thenwhen
  Hatty said nothing. Henrietta looked up; something was wrong, but she had too much sense to ask what it was. Instead she inquired lightly, Is there anyone you want specially asked for the
  next Cold Comfort party?


  Hattys face changed; her head tipped back, even her voice had a kind of new bloom on it.


  Oh, Mother, would you send a card to Alan Duke? I dont know his address, but hes a friend of the Ainslies. Theyd forward it.


  Alan Duke. Dutifully Henrietta inscribed the name. Have I met him?


  I shouldnt think so. This will be your chance.


  Henrietta nodded; she had long ago ceased to try and keep count of all her daughters friends; sometimes she wondered if Hatty could put a name to them all.


  Oh, and by the way, said Hatty, you neednt ask Richard this time.


  Henrietta dropped her pencil again. Not ask Richard Sheridan? Of course I shall. Alison would be terribly hurt if we left him out.


  Hatty crashed down her cup so that the saucer cracked. So, because Alisons going to be hurt, youve got to go on inviting people here even if they bore me to
  death.


  I can remember a time when you were anything but bored by Richard, Henrietta observed, unwisely. Everyone thought . . .


  Im not responsible for what people think. Its a pity they havent got something better to do. Anyway, if you ask Richard here I shant be at the party, and you
  neednt ask Alan either.


  Henrietta thought for a moment. Hatty, was Richard there last night?


  Richards always there.


  Andyou had a row?


  If you must know, cried Hatty desperately, he proposed.


  Henrietta could scarcely repress a laugh. Well, thats not an insult. You dont have to accept it.


  I shouldnt dream of accepting him. I wouldnt marry Richard for all the tea in China. Just because you think the world of Alison Sheridan, that doesnt mean her
  nephews the Archangel Michael.


  Henrietta perceived something pretty serious had occurred.


  Hatty, you must give me some better reason . . .


  What better reason is there? When I said Dont be sillyoh, Mother, he nearly had hysterics. I thought he was going to upset the car. One thing, Ill never give him a
  lift again.


  All right, said Henrietta, since you make such a point of it. But that doesnt mean Im going to drop the Sheridans. Ive an immense admiration for Alison,
  and dont forget, Richard works in your fathers bank.


  Well, he wont much longer. He told me that. Hes got everything laid on, hes going to be a tycoon.


  You mean, hes going in with Alison at The Clover House, after all? I always thought he was silly not to. That restaurants a little gold-mine.


  I shouldnt think so, said Hatty. Alison believes in starting from the bottom of the ladder. Can you see Richard washing dishes?


  Its how Alison started. Youre all so impatient nowadays.


  What else can you expect, with the shadow of the atom-bomb hanging over us? There isnt any time . . . Oh, and talking of time, look at the clock.


  She grabbed her gloves and ran for the door. Richard will be all right. Hes only twenty-one, silly to think of getting married anyway. Though I know he thinks it was rather unfair
  of his father to leave everything to Alison.


  Shes stood in loco parentis to him most of his life, even before his parents were killed in an air-raid. And shes put the money to excellent account. Richard will
  inherit everything in due course.


  He doesnt want it in due course, he wants it now, and I cant say I blame him. Alisons the kind that will live to be ninety. Anyway, she might be grateful to me,
  leaving her ewe lamb in the fold a little longer. Married men dont have much time for their aunts.


  Dont be surprised if people talk, Henrietta warned her.


  I hate living in a village, theres no privacy. Oh, well, perhaps Ill give them something to talk about soon.


  Hatty, youre not trying to tell me youre engaged or anything like that?


  Im not telling you anything. Oh, sometimes I wish I had a flat or something and could walk as far as the pillar-box without everybody speculating who I was writing to.


  She went out, slamming the door behind her, and Henrietta heard her starting up her little white car.


  In love and not sure of her man, decided Henrietta. Nothings more infuriating than getting a proposal from the wrong man when youre longing for one from
  someone else.


  She wondered about this Alan Duke; it was Victorian to expect references these days, but sometimes she thought the Victorians had quite a lot of sense on their side.


  Mrs. Addison had been at it for twenty minutes when Hattys little cream-coloured roadster drew up outside the clinic. Hatty left her coat and gloves in the car but she kept on the white
  fur beehive. As usual, the place was approaching pandemonium. Only mothers with children in arms were supposed to attend, but you couldnt leave the two and three and four-year-olds at home,
  and everyone hadnt got a Mum or a kindly neighbour, and there wasnt an infant school here for the over-threes, and no crches, of course. So the corridor leading to the clinic
  was littered with push-carts and childrens coats and toys. Model railway engines and cars were being scraped with hideous dissonance up and down the passage, tots, male and female alike, let
  off Davy Crockett guns, patted coloured balloons from hand to hand or wound up clockwork dogs and monkeys. In one corner a nice girl of seventeen was manipulating a puppet in the fruitless hope of
  preserving some semblance of quiet, but it was a mistake really, because the children crowded round her trying to snatch it out of her hands and screaming when she withdrew it from reach.


  Dont care about her silly old puppet, yelled one boy, scornfully. They do it a lot better on the telly.


  As Hatty threaded her way up the crowded corridor she heard one or two sniggers from the Mums who thought her hat a perfect scream. They all knew she came voluntarily, and many of them assumed
  that for this reason she thought herself a cut above them.


  Not that anyone ud pay her just to hold a baby, they confided, and if it wasnt for us she wouldnt know what to do with herself.


  Hatty did clerical work here, noting names and addresses, and making records; when she got back shed type them out and later she and one or two other volunteers might do a bit of
  visiting. Not that she was very successful at this. The mums didnt have much faith in an unmarried woman, whatever her age. It stood to reason if you hadnt had a husband youd
  no notion what life could do to you.


  It was an unexpectedly busy morning. Mums whod hitherto scorned what they called the amatoors suddenly appeared, they brought children who had nothing conceivable wrong with them, the
  gossip in the corridor swelled like a crowd of bees.


  Has a rumour gone round that were having a distribution of free gifts? Mrs. Addison murmured. Why are they all here?


  The new-comers seemed to regard Hatty with particular interest, but nothing really blew up, as it were, until a Mrs. Chadwick, seeing Hatty about to pick up her child, which was beautiful enough
  to have come out of a fairy-tale, snatched it back.


  I wasnt going to pinch her, said Hatty, using the word in its original meaning.


  Im able to manage my own child, thank you, snapped Mrs. Chadwick.


  Presently Hatty left the clinic and went towards a door marked Toilet, and all the heads in the passage turned to watch her. Another mum came in while she was away who, handing over her child, a
  rampageous red-head, leaned across to whisper something to Mrs. Addison.


  Who says so? inquired Mrs. Addison sharply.


  Its all over the place, said the mum. Hadnt you heard?


  I was here at nine oclock, Mrs. Addison pointed out. Were changing the filing system and that means a lot of clerical work, you know.


  I cant see how a filing system helps baby, said the mum with brisk finality.


  Youd think shed have the decency to stop away, wouldnt you? she added.


  I dont know what youre talking about, Mrs. Addison assured her. Thatll do. Take Ava away. (Ava indeed! Once it had been Marlene, and several of
  the mums were called Greta.)


  Then Hatty came back, walking as gracefully as a young deer. That girl may spend a fortune on her clothes, Mrs. Addison reflected, but it pays her handsome interest.
  She was an arresting type, tall and slender, with a fineness of bone structure that would outlast all the ravages of age. She had her mothers dark hair, but her eyes were a deep blue that
  looked black when emotion swayed her; good hands, she might have made a doctor, Mrs. Addison thought. No, she decided, she hasnt heard, and yet somethings wrong. Another mum was
  coming in, so she couldnt ask the burning question, and before she found an opportunity there was an interruption so unexpected that even the mums tongues were silenced for an
  instant. Tedder, an ex-A.R.P. warden, who stood duty on the door on these occasions, came in and hesitated.


  What is it, Mr. Tedder? Mrs. Addison asked.


  Miss Savage is wanted on the telephone.


  Cant you take a message? inquired Hatty. No ones supposed to ring me up here.


  Tedder looked doubtful but he moved away. A minute later he was back.


  Its Mr. Savage. He says will you come home at once?


  My father? Did he say why?


  Just that it was urgent.


  You go at once, Hatty, said Mrs. Addison. Pamela can take over here.


  She called the girl who had been playing with the puppet.


  Its Mother, decided Henrietta, picking up her bag. Somethings happened to Mother. Suddenly she felt as cold as the Ice Maiden.


  Running the gauntlet of the assembled intensely curious, shamelessly excited mums was like walking the plank, she thought. She said in a sudden loud voice, My mothers ill,
  and there was a momentary silence, almost a flush of shame. But as the door swung behind her, one mum said to the next, Of course, they have to say that, but the Savages are silly if they
  think they can hush this up.


  When she reached the house the front door opened and her father appeared. She ran up the drive saying, Is it Mother? Whats happened? Then for the first time she saw there
  was someone standing behind him, a square-shouldered man in a dark suit, whom she did not know.


  Nothings happened to your mother, said John Savage. That is, shes shocked, of course, as everyones bound to be, as youre going to be. This is
  Inspector Ferrers.


  Hatty stared, shaking her head in its fantastic beehive hat.


  What have the police got to do with it, whatever it is?


  Wed better come into my study, said Savage. I take it, Inspector, therell be no objection to my remaining in the room while you ask my daughter whatever
  questions you have in mind?


  Its irregular, said Ferrers.


  Then I must ask you to wait while I telephone our lawyer.


  Hatty spun round. What is all the mystery? For goodness sake, someone tell me.


  The two men exchanged glances. Then Ferrers said, I believe Mr. Richard Sheridan is a friend of yours, Miss Savage?


  Well, I know him, of course. Everyone does. Whats happened?


  The inspector said, He was found dead in his bed this morning, and as you were the last person so far as we can ascertain to see him alive . . .


  He didnt finish his sentence. The girls face had assumed so chalky a pallor that even the policeman was shocked. He had seen dead bodies often enough, both in the war and out of
  it, but here was something to appal the heart. It was as if all the blood had receded from the brain taking every vestige of energy from the vigorous flesh. John caught his daughters
  arm.


  Sit down. Ill get you a drop of brandy. He opened a cupboard and found a glass. Theres nothing for you to be afraid of, he said urgently. This is
  simply routine, as the inspector will assure you. Hes going to ask you . . .


  Ill take over if you dont mind, Mr. Savage. Miss Savage, when did you last see Mr. Sheridan?


  About two oclock this morning, I suppose. She took the glass from her fathers hand and sipped the contents; a little warmth flowed through her frozen veins. I
  dropped him at the corner of Allen Lane. Thats only a step from where he lives. He doesnt have his own car, she added explanatorily to the inspector. One of us generally
  gives him a lift if were out in the evening.


  Did he seem his usual self then?


  Hatty hesitated. Then she said with a shrug, I expect Mothers told you this already. He asked me to marry him last night and when I said I wouldnt he got very
  excited.


  How excited, Miss Savage? I mean, can you remember anything he said?


  Oh, he went on and on, about my giving him encouragement and not being able to live if I didnt accept him, and . . .


  Youre sure he said that, about not being able to live?


  Yes.


  Did you take that seriously?


  Of course I didnt.


  Did you ever hear him say he had sleeping-tablets? the inspector asked.


  She lifted her ghastly face towards him. Is that what it was?


  The post-mortem is being performed this afternoon, but Dr. Wales has no doubt that he died of an overdose of one of the barbiturates.


  Oh no, said Hatty. He wouldnt do that. I mean, it must have been an accident.


  Ferrers watched her like a hawk.


  Miss Sheridan tells us that so far as she is aware he never had any sleeping-tablets and she has never had them. Weve seen Dr. Wales, who was their physician, and he has never
  prescribed any for either of them.


  Would he have to get them on a prescription? I mean, there are ways


  Such as?


  Hatty put her head in her hands. You must let me think.


  I only want you to answer my questions, Miss Savage. Have you any idea where he could have procured the tablets?


  She hesitated so long that he was about to put the question again. Then she said, Yes. He got them from me.


  John Savage gave a violent start. Think what youre saying, my dear.


  How could I guess he was in earnest? she demanded. Oh, he became such a bore, all this talk about not being able to carry on, and never trusting a woman again and saying how
  sorry Id be when he was dead, that I said, Oh, well, if youve made up your mind, Ill help you. And I had some sleeping-tablets and I gave them to him.


  Savage said sharply, I think at this stage I should call Mr. Arbuthnot. I believe my daughter has the right to refuse to answer questions without a lawyer being present.


  Mr. Arbuthnot couldnt make any difference to the facts, insisted Hatty. Thats what happened. I said, One is safe, two are dangerous and three are
  fatal.


  How many did you give him, Miss Savage?


  I gave him three. I only had four and I wanted one for myself. Well, so would anyone after that kind of scene. He really was quite something. If you saw that kind of thing on the
  stage


  What precisely was in the tablets? Ferrers bored away like a burying beetle.


  I dont know. I didnt get them from a doctor, someone gave me some. I know youre supposed to get them on prescriptions, but apparently if youre in the know
  its not difficult.


  Who supplied them? The inspector might have been made of stone.


  I dont know. Oh, thats quite true. Some girl who had come down from LondonPhoebe, Fenella, I cant even be sure of that and I never heard her surnameI
  happened to say, I know I shall never sleep to-night, and she said, Well, take these, honey.


  How long ago was this?


  Oh, ages ago, months. I never saw her again. I dont even know who she came with. You know what these parties are.


  The expression on the inspectors face said he didntthank God.


  Anyway, they were the only ones I had, and there werent a great many.


  But you were accustomed to carrying them about with you?


  They looked rather like Veganin, and you know what these cleaning women are. They have a headache and they look round for aspirin or something, I didnt want to run any risks.
  Theyve been knocking about in my bag for a long time.


  And when a young man, whose offer of marriage has just been rejected and who is in an excitable state of mind, speaks of suicide you put the means into his hand? Is that what you ask us
  to believe?


  Dont they say people who threaten to make a hole in the water are the ones who never do?


  Its not a very safe conclusion to draw. In this case . . .


  He wouldnt do that because I refused him. I dont believe he was even in love with me.


  Savage interposed, My daughter seems to make sense to me, Inspector. After all, so long as she remained unengaged he could ask her again.


  Perhaps Miss Savage made it perfectly clear that in no circumstances . . .


  If every man who couldnt marry the first woman he asked committed suicide, Hatty began.


  The inspector intervened. You had spent the evening with Mr. Sheridan, I understand?


  Well, it was a party and he was one of the members.


  How many were you?


  About ten.


  Can you give me the names of the others?


  Does it matter?


  Its important to establish his frame of mind.


  Hatty gave him some names.


  You were all together all the evening?


  Well, most of the evening. We all began at the Magpie and then we went on to the Flower Gardendo you know it?its a perfectly respectable kind of road-house, with a
  cabaret, and we had dinner there and danced and then Richard and I went on to the King of Hearts on the Lewton Road for a final drink.


  Should you say, Miss Savage, youd had a fair amount to drink?


  No more than average. I never drink very much, when Im driving. Anyway, I dont like it particularly.


  And Mr. Sheridan?


  About the same as usual. It didnt matter so much for him. He wasnt going to drive. And he always drank more than I did. But he was sober, if thats what you
  mean.


  Would you say his manner was any different from usual?


  Hed been tensed-up all evening.


  Perhaps because he was keying himself up to propose.


  You make it sound quite an ordeal.


  Would it surprise you to know that he hadnt mentioned this impending proposal to Miss Sheridan?


  Hatty stared insolently. Why should he? He was of age. It was time enough to tell her when we were engaged. Anyway, shed probably have told him not to make a fool of
  himself.


  Youre suggesting that only a fool would have proposed?


  Only a fool would have made that sort of proposal. Why, he didnt even suggest we should be engaged. I said my father wouldnt agree, and he said, Well, why ask him?
  Lets elope and present them with a fait accompli. I thought hed gone mad. Why, he couldnt really keep himself . . .


  Johns head came up with a jerk. Hatty, do remember youll have to repeat this in court. Are you sure thats what he said?


  Of course Im sure.


  And how did he take your rejection of his offer, Miss Savage? I mean, did he seem . . .?


  Suicidal? I wouldnt have said so. He put on this act


  Did he speak of future plans, say, Ill ask you again later, or . . .?


  I wasnt interested in his future plans. Ive told you what he said.


  I see. The inspector doodled. Miss Savage, theres something else I must ask you. Did he make any threats . . .?


  Threats? What kind of threats could he make?


  I dont know, of course. But a man doesnt take an overdose . . .


  It was an accident, Im sure of it. He simply didnt realise or didnt believe that three tablets would be fatal.


  Even though hed been warned?


  He didnt have to believe me. I suppose he might have done it out of spite, but I dont believe that.


  It certainly doesnt sound like Richard, John agreed. Hatty veered abruptly.


  He didnt sound like himself last night.


  Ferrer was as ruthless as the incoming tide.


  didnt speak of having anything on his mindbesides this proposal you werent disposed to accept? Weve seen Miss Sheridan, she says that so far as
  she knows he was under no financial stress.


  Hatty shrugged. I dare say she wouldnt have known if he had been.


  Its true that young men do commit suicide for romantic reasons . . .


  Well, I call it very weak-kneed as well as very selfish. He could have put up a bit of a fight, tried a bit of a kidnapping or something a bit spirited. I hate people who just fold
  up.


  The inspector doodled faster than ever. Did he speak to you of any financial crisis?


  I didnt know there was one.


  Ferrers hung on like a ferret pinning down an elusive rabbit.


  He didnt try and borrow money, anything like that?


  Borrow money from me? Of course not. Alison Sheridan would never forgive him if he did. Anyway, Im only a rich mans daughter, Im not a rich woman in my own right.
  Besides, I didnt get the impression that money was worrying him. When I said what should we live on, he said he had something lined up, he didnt mean to be a bank clerk much
  longer.


  He didnt give you any idea . . .?


  I didnt listen, not very seriously. All I wanted to do was get back. Then we had all this stuff about putting an end to himself and I gave him the tablets.


  Yes. I dont want to harry you, Miss Savage, but could you be a little more explicit?


  How more explicit can anyone be? He said You dont think Id do it, do you? and I said, Well, heres your chance, or something like
  that.


  It must be obvious that my daughter is considerably upset by this news which has been broken to her very abruptly, said John Savage in a hard voice.


  The inspector looked impenitent. Sudden death is apt to be abrupt, he said. Miss Savage, when you offered Mr. Sheridan the tablets, what did he say?


  He said, You think of everything, darling, dont you?


  There was no hesitation on his part in taking them?


  He took them all right. I thought for a minute he was going to throw them out of the window, but he didnt. He put them in his pocket. The only thing you ever gave me,
  he said. I must keep that.


  And then?


  I said, Can you find your own way home if I put you down at the corner? Id as soon have a tiger in the car. My nerves were a bit frayed, too, she added
  defiantly.


  Nowtheres one more point, Miss Savage. Youre quite certain he put the phial in his pocket?


  Yes. But I dont think he meant to kill himself. Why on earth should he? If hed really been in love hed have thought of my feelings.


  Ferrers stood up. Thank you, Miss Savage. I neednt bother you any further. You realise, of course, youll have to attend the inquest. Your father will advise you about being
  represented. By the way, he picked up his soft black hat, you didnt say anything about this to anyone?


  I havent seen anyone except my mother, unless you count Mrs. Addison. I just told her hed proposed and thered been a bit of a scene.


  You didnt speak of the tablets?


  She didnt even know I had them.


  Can I show you out, Inspector? John suggested.


  Theres one point Id like you to consider, Miss Savage, Ferrers said. (Does he have to say her name every time he opens his mouth? thought John, irritably.) You
  say you handed him the phial and then took it back because you wanted to retain one tablet for your own use?


  Yes. Im afraid I cant show you that because I took it, and as Ive just explained it was the last I had.


  Youre quite sure you didnt give him the three tablets and retain the phial yourself?


  Quite sure. Why do you ask?


  Because we searched the house as soon as we realised what had happened and before there was an opportunity for anything to be disposed of, and theres no trace of a phial
  anywhere.
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