

  [image: cover]
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  This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.


  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the
  emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.


  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters
  of second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which
  have been out of print for decades.


  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally
  ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all.
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  Chapter One


  IN THE QUIET room a shot rang out.


  It was followed by the sound of a crashing fall, a closing door and the graduated noise of feet running down a staircase.


  The girl standing by the ironing-board crossed the room and switched off the set. After nearly twelve months she couldnt hear the sound of a shot, even in a play like this one, without
  recalling the man shot down in process of a jewel robbery and left to die. The police were still looking for the gang. She shivered, wondering if there was any place on earth where you could escape
  from yourself.


  She turned the knobs till she found a programme of dance music, and went back to the ironing-board. The cotton dress rose up in crisp smooth folds under her neat hands; she put it on a hanger,
  spread a blue scarf in its place. She worked quickly and with great care. When you lived in one room you had to be tidy; shed seen enough confusion during the months of her married life with
  Pat to last for ever. It was the insecurity of that time that returned to her most often, the sensation of coming downstairs in the dark and finding a rung missing from the ladder, a tread from the
  staircase. By the time she was twenty-one she had learned to hesitate before lifting a telephone receiver, peer from the shelter of a window curtain before opening a door, to stiffen at the sound
  of feet coming up behind her on the escalator, even shrink from a casual contact in a crowd.


  But all that, she reminded herself feverishly, belonged to the past. It was absurd to allow a radio melodrama to uncover so much fear. Pat had stopped looking for her, if indeed hed ever
  started, and she had recovered some sort of balance, beshaped her existence, known what it was to find pleasure in small things. For almost twelve months she had been living at Mrs. Englishs
  boarding establishment at St. Benyons, a neat little market town a hundred miles from London, as pretty as a postcardyou couldnt imagine handsome, dashing, unscrupulous Pat here. She
  had a job, nothing very special, receptionist to the biggest hairdresser in the place, but the pay was good and the work pleasant and she had this room and sixty pounds saved. She had acquaintances
  rather than friends, because people are naturally curious, they want to know where you came from and what you did before that; any hint of mystery arouses them, they dig and dig like little
  terriers. She wasnt unhappy, the peace was a blessing in itself; she was twenty-two years old, small and dark, with hair like a shining black cap, except at the front where it broke into an
  irrepressible curl. The grey eyes under the feather-light brows were calm again, the mouth faintly smiled, A damask rose Pat had called her when they first met, she nineteen and burning for new
  experience, he ten years her senior and already with more experience to his name than she could have credited.


  It had been a day of immense and protracted heat; in their window-box the petunias drooped their pink and purple bells, though the little button daisies round the fringe raised bright confident
  faces, to the evening light. Always water flowers when the suns off them, her father used to say in those early years that had seemed so monotonous and to which she looked back now with a
  sort of surprised joy. Oh, well, he and the home had gone with the early years; then for a time shed had Pat, now she had herself. She filled a kettle in the cupboard called the
  kitchenetteMrs. English advertised no midday meals except at week-endsand crossed to the window, throwing up the sash to let the scarcely moving air come into the room. Now she could
  see clearly into the companion room of the adjacent housethey were all flatlets and apartment houses round herewhere a man was writing at a desk. As though her raising of the sash had
  disturbed him, he lifted his head and met her wide grey gaze.


  She stood, immobilised, the kettle leaking a gentle stream over her unnoticing foot. How long had he been in that room, spying on her, plotting against her? Could it be chance, or hasnt
  even coincidence an arm that long? And what was his next step to be? Returning to her senses, she straightened the kettle and attended to the plants. Then she closed the window, drew the pale linen
  curtain, all with an air of composure as if she hadnt even seen that face, let alone recognised it. She hadnt started or betrayed herself in any way, she was certain of that; she had
  been frozen rigid with shock. From the top of the wardrobe she took a blue fibre suitcase, into it she folded the contents of the three dressing-table drawers and the hooks in the painted hanging
  cupboard. The last thing she folded was the dress she had just ironed. Her possessions nowadays were very few; linen, cutlery, china such as it was, all belonged to Mrs. English and would be
  inherited by the rooms new tenant. Rooms never stayed empty long at Heather House; sometimes the outgoing tenant met the new one on the stairs, carrying the inevitable suitcase and
  raincoat.


  From her purse Jan took the key of her room and left it on the table. She left the light burning, the rented wireless playing low. It had gone into some kind of Goon Show, but it didnt
  matter; she didnt even hear it. That and the light would be her alibi; so long as they stayed on it would be natural to suppose she was still within. On the landing no one stirred. It was
  Friday night; most of the girls would be washing their hair in preparation for the week-end; the young men would probably be at the Barley Mow playing darts, or on the river. The only stable
  tenants were the handful of elderly people who apparently regarded Heather House as home, and they would be in their rooms, listening to steam radio as she had been or watching the rented
  television or even napping. No need to worry about them. As for Mrs. English, there was no fear of meeting her on the way out; you couldnt detach her from her television set after 7 p.m. The
  faintest of electric bulbs outlined the furniture on the landing, the shadowy stairs, as she came down, gentle and intent as a cat. Tiptoe through the hallPut used to sing that song
  Tiptoe Through the Tulips, there was no escaping him to-nightopen the door, slip through like a shadow, and down the eight steps to the street. But no matter how noiselessly
  you came, even though you actually held your breath, you couldnt escape Miss Malpas on the ground floor. Miss Malpas sat at her window from dawn to dusk: she noted everyone who passed,
  everyone who called; she put down the numbers of cars that came back late at night and woke up the tenants. One of these days, she used to prophesy darkly, I may be able to help the police.


  Who wants to? young Frank James would tease her. And she would put on her holier-than-thou look and say it was ever citizens duty.


  Im like the Scots gardener who was never special struck on duty, Frank said.


  To-night she heard the door close, the quick light feet going down the steps. She drew back close behind her curtains, parting them an inch or two. A girl carrying a suitcase. Well, we all know
  what that means. Shooting the moon it was called when she was young. Stealing out like a thiefand what more was she? Honest people dont creep away in that furtive fashion. Shed
  had her doubts about the girl from the start, so pretty, so aloof. People without anything to hide dont mind talking, declared Miss Malpas. But her sugary invitations to come in for a cup of
  coffee, its the instant kind but everyone says nowadays thats the best there is, had never been accepted. Miss Hoity-Toity she called her, and decided shed probably been in
  trouble. She tried to sound Mrs. English, but no soap there as young Frank James would say. She watched the girl walk up the street and turn into the mouth of Freemans Alley. That confirmed
  all her suspicions. The alley led direct to the station.


  Getting out, Miss Malpas confided to her budgie. Having Percy was her substitute for a husband, and he paid her about as much attention as a husband would have done. Miss Malpas
  considered running down for a word with the landlady, but decided against it. The woman had been quite unpleasant when Miss Malpas had complained very reasonably about Mr. Lander practising his
  fluteit wasnt even as though he was very good. The spinster believed in the biblical theory of repaying fourfold, and that cut both ways. Anyway, she decided, it was too late to catch
  the girl.


  No one else knew she had gone.


  Freemans Alley was empty as Jan slipped into it, noiseless as a swimmer sliding under the waves. Not even a cat to be seen. At the far end shone a faint mist where the
  light from the economical street lamp coloured the evening air; it gave a fairy-tale effect that seemed oddly out of place here. Half-way up the alley a thoughtful local council had placed a
  telephone box, and luckily at this hour it was unoccupied.


  Nora, Janice thought. Her friend, Nora Penge, with a cool prescience, had said, If ever youre up against it therell always be a bed in my place, even if
  its in the cellar. A cellar would be a very good place of refuge just now, Jan decided, setting down her case and dialling 100 for trunks. Nora knew their marriage had come unstuck,
  though she was miles from the truth. You couldnt ask your best friend to become accessory after the fact of murder. But after a first meeting with Pat she had said, Didnt your
  mother ever tell you the story of Little Red Riding Hood and the wolf? She knew there are some things that are too good to be true and Pat Wylie was one of them.


  No reply, said the operator, cheerfully.


  Oh, please, Jan begged. This was the last straw. Do try again. She may be in her bath.


  One of these days theyll start fitting telephone extensions in the bathroom along with the TV, prophesied the girl, darkly. But she was a good-natured creature and she tried
  again, with the result that after about a minute Jan heard the welcome words, Youre through.


  Nora? she called eagerly. This is Jan. I . . .


  Wrong number, said a disgruntled voice.


  Oh, but it cant be. I want to speak to Mrs. Penge.


  Shes not here. Leased the flat to me for three months. No, I dont know where she is. The receiver was slammed down again. Another temple gone, thought Jan. She
  drooped against the glass door. What now? She wasnt actually surprised that Nora hadnt told her she was going away; she might never have learned to write for all the use she made of
  her knowledge. Whats the telephone for? Nora would ask. Still, it wasnt possible to go back, the only thing to do was to travel to London as she had planned, and look round for a room
  when she got there. Paddington was circled with boarding-houses and flatlets, there must be some corner where she could fit in.


  A hand tapped on the glass, a polite reminder that the box wasnt there solely for her convenience. She stooped to recover her case, then turned, a smile on her lips. But it vanished like
  a genie an instant later, because the face peering through the glass was the face shed seen through a window, half an hour earlier, the face of her husband, Pat Wylie, whom she had hoped she
  need never see again.


  His hand came out, pulling the door wide. Running away again, darling? Its becoming quite a thing with you. Did you think I wouldnt catch up with you when I was good and
  ready?


  What do you want? she whispered. Why did you come?


  When a man sees his wife beetle off with a suitcase its reasonable to suppose shes making a bolt for it, and next time Fate mightnt be kind enough to let me know your
  whereabouts. Youve given us quite a dance. Who put you up to it? Buying a ticket for Wales, I mean, and leaving it where I couldnt help seeing it and then going somewhere quite
  different the day before?


  It was a book by John Buchan, she said, and he laughed.


  You havent changed, he said. You were always the original little girl, sugar and spice and all thats nice.


  He hadnt changed, same mobile mouth with the smile that hardly ever reached the eyes, warm caressing voice, eyes black and bright and shallow as a birds, hard as bits of
  coal. Under the trim moustache the white teeth shone.


  Who was that you were telephoning? he went on. A friend in need? Oh, well, I dare say she can put up two as well as one, when its a husband and wife. His hand
  closed round her case. Jan shook her head.


  Its no good, Pat. Weve nothing to say to each other now. She wrenched her arm away.


  Speak for yourself, sweetie. The charm oozed out like tooth-paste from a tube. Ive been saving it up for nearly a year. Where did you get to? Youre like the
  partridge that can sink into its surroundings and become invisible till its flushed by a clumsy foot. He looked down with a brief apologetic laugh at his own beautifully-shod slender
  feet.


  She struggled for possession of her case. No. Give it to me. I can manage. Its not heavy.


  He weighed it critically. With all my worldly goods I thee endow. Not a large endowment, would you say? Now, dont lets start anything here. Im coming with you and
  thats that. Solead on, Macduff.


  She fought him silently, with about as much chance of success as a canary battling with a hawk.


  Ive nowhere to go, she assured him. Shes gone away, let her flat.


  Then well share a bench on the Embankment, he soothed her, keep each other warm.


  Sudden anger flared in her voice. Leave it alone, she cried. Its mine. And, as though that was a prearranged signal, feet sounded nearby, and a policeman
  loomed up in the alley.


  Whats going on here? This man bothering you, miss?


  It wouldnt be the first case of telephone pests annoying young women.


  Pat stepped back. Go on, sweetie, he said. This is where we came in. It was through a policeman we got acquainted.


  Panic froze her tongue. It was her chance, but she couldnt take it. The truth was too fantastic. Its justI can carry my own case, she muttered, sounding like
  a sulky little girl.


  You see what an independent wife I have, smiled Pat. Now come along, darling, youve had your fun. Were going home.


  Fear came into the little box, making the trio into a quartette. Shed been a fool all these months, supposing she would ever get away.


  Is that true? the policeman demanded a bit huffily. No one likes being made to look a fool.


  He doesnt believe us, said Pat. Its as true as God made little apples. Youll find the record at Somerset House.


  The constable scowled and moved on. Never interfere between married folk, hed been warned, not without youre called in special. And even his superior, a tetchy fellow called Bones,
  didnt blame him for not guessing this was going to blossom into a case of murder.


  At the station Pat, still carrying the case, moved towards the ticket office. Two singles to London, he said in his brisk, pleasant voice; then stepped aside so that later, when the inquiries
  started, the clerk admitted he didnt think he could identify the gentleman. Sitting at the receipt of custom, as it were, passengers became so many faces, non-human types really, just hands
  slamming down silver or notes, voices naming destinations. If you started trying to memorise faces . . . But he remembered the young lady better. Yes, he said, she was quite young, slim and, he
  thought, dark. She wasnt wearing a hat; and she had given him such a look. What on earth did he mean by that? Well, just a look, not furious or scornful or impatient as passengers often
  were, but something that haunted youwell, it was a funny word, he knew, but beseeching was what came into his mind. Mind you, he hadnt thought about her for long. When you lost three
  hens in a week and no one could put a name to the disease that had carried them off and it could mean losing all the rest, you hadnt much time to bother about even unusual fares. He
  supposed, perhaps, hed remembered her particularly, because of the way the chap had backed off saying, Youre the banker, my dear, and laughedbut not as though it was really
  funny. Jan could have told them something about that laugh. Once it had put the sun in her sky, and she wondered how many other spurious suns had dawned for how many unsuspecting people during the
  year of their separation.


  Weve still time for a cup of tea before the London train, Pat offered, taking the tickets from her unresisting fingers. Hed always had that effect on her, the rabbit
  charmed by the ferret, even when it knows the ferrets up to no good. Always supposing the refreshment rooms open.


  Astoundingly it was. St. Benyons was a rural junction, with lines splaying in all directions. Plenty of passengers found themselves with anything up to an hour to spare before their connections
  came through, so a benevolent British Railways laid on a special late service for their benefit. Pat dropped the suitcase beside a small table and sat down. Meekly Jan walked up to the counter at
  the same time as a large, cheerful, rotund figure, wearing the brightest of brown suitings, bounced over to the farther end where there were bottles and glasses instead of cups and urns.


  The not-quite-young lady behind the counter moved down to attend to him.


  Ladies first, beamed Mr. Crook of London Town.


  First come, first served, corrected the attendant, unsmiling.


  Ill be a lady for once, Crook offered, and not be quite sure what I want.


  He grinned at her disgruntled face. The police had been known to observe that it ud be a tussle to the death between him and Lucifer when it came to pride, but he didnt expect to
  be recognised here, or merit special attention if he were. The Criminals Hope and the Judges Despair they called him in London; and that was nothing to what some of his fellow-lawyers
  had to say about him. A disgrace to the profession, they said, but Arthur Crook knew his onions and he always contrived to stay just this side of the law.


  The woman didnt move. Anyone can see what the young lady wants is a nice b. and s., Crook went on. How about it, sugar?


  B. and s.? She looked vague.


  Brandy and soda, amplified Crook with a sigh. You were always being told that country folk were as sharp as cockneys, but you didnt have to believe it.


  Oh, no, thank you. Just two cups of tea.


  With or without? demanded the waitress ungraciously.


  The poor girl didnt seem to have all her marbles, or else, amended Crook charitably, she was suffering from shock.


  Why not let the young lady take the sugar-basin with her? Crook asked. Anyway, according to my calendar sugar came off the ration a long while ago.


  I dont take sugar, murmured the girl.


  How about the boy-friend? suggested Crook, with one of his famous alligator smiles.


  Oh, yes. It was almost as though shed forgotten the chap existed. Something cooking, thought Crook hopefully. As saints can perceive good anywhere so he could detect the
  seeds of crime. And matrimony was as fertile a breeding-ground as any. It never passed through his mind that they werent a married couple. Take the word of a bachelor, he used to proclaim.
  We cant be wrong.


  As soon as they had swallowed their tea the couple left the table. The London train went from the farther platform, and to reach it they crossed the line by a bridge. As they reached the top of
  the stairs a rocky-looking female (she wasnt called Capability Jane for nothing) came marching along with a dog on a string. The dog wound itself round Pats leg and Pat riposted by
  standing on one of its paws. The dog let out an S O S that could have been heard in Mrs. Englishs boarding-house, and C.J. went off like a giant firework, envenomed stars shooting in all
  directions.


  Cant you look where youre going? she stormed, or is it just that you cant walk straight? At this hour of the evening, too. Disgraceful! She
  squatted on plump hams and held the dogs paw lovingly, even rubbing it against her red-brick cheek. One of these little ones, she rumbled.


  I dont know what all the fuss is about, offered Pat in his pleasantest voice. Even if Id broken that paw off hed still have three left, which is one
  better than you or me.


  She looked at him then, a glare of hate under brows like a blackstone cliff. Youll know me again, wont you? Pat offered.


  And so, in due course, she did.


  These canophilists! sighed Pat, rejoining Jan on the bridge. Its a disease really, particularly rampant in the British Isles, though not unknown in the
  States.


  Cano . . .? Her voice was still abstracted, as though her thoughts were far away.


  Canophilistsdog-worshippers. Mind you, Ive nothing against dogs so long as theyre not kept by people who will spell the word the wrong way round. Then they become a
  nuisance to the community.


  He talked easily and lightly as they descended to the farther platform. Not many people were waiting about and of these no one subsequently remembered the pair. When the train came in Pat moved
  up near the front.


  Not so far to walk at the other end, he explained. It was a long train and a fast one, only two stops before Paddington. They got a compartment to themselves with no difficulty and
  Pat hoisted the blue case on to the rack. If he noticed she had left her honeymoon cases behind the first time she fled he made no comment. Just as the train was about to draw away from the
  platform a ginger-coloured bombshell came hurtling down the steps and flung himself into one of the rear carriages. The porter, who yelled indignantly, Stand away there, was rewarded
  by a great grinning moon-face, if you could imagine a mahogany-coloured moon, at the carriage window. Then the train drew out.


  Deserves to get hisself killed, was the mans morose comment. But, life being what it is, it wasnt Crook who was going to hand in his dinner-pail before the train
  reached London.
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