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  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.
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  Chapter One


  I was grinding coffee in the electric machine when my flat bell rang. It was only eight-thirty, so it had to be either the postman or Joe to read the electric meter, and as the
  postman had gone by it would be Joe. He always comes early to catch the workers; he says if he leaves cards only fifty per cent of the people fill them up, and half those fill them up wrong.


  Joe never seems to be in a hurry, but this morning the bell rang for the second time before I could reach the door.


  Wheres the fire? I began, flinging it open, and stopped, feeling a fool. Because it wasnt Joe, after all, it was a man Id never seen before. It was odd, seeing
  how undistinguished he looked, a bit below normal height, sallow complexion, unemphatic manner, that I knew from that first minute he spelled danger. He wore an off-the-peg Burberry and a soft hat
  pulled over his face.


  Mrs. Ross? he said.


  Yes, I told him. But I dont think Im the one you want.


  Oh? he said, sounding barely interested. Are there two?


  Theres Mrs. Paula Ross at number thirty-four, I told him. Im always getting her mail. I found myself hoping desperately she was the Mrs. Ross he
  wanted.


  The one Im looking for has a son called Philip at Oxton University.


  So it was mefear poured over me like a bucket of dirty water.


  Whats happened to Philip? I cried. Is it an accident? Only, he didnt look like the police.


  You could put it that way. Cool, dispassionate, barely interested youd say. It did go through my mind that he was the kind who makes an ideal secret agent. Once youve
  passed him in the street you dont even remember what he looks like.


  Are you the police then? I had to ask.


  In that case Id have to declare an interest, wouldnt I? He sounded as unmoved as the man in Philips old weather-box, who never came out any more, rain or
  shine.


  Whats happened to my son? I demanded frantically. The electric kettle was flooding the kitchen with steam.


  Can I come in? my visitor suggested. All this time old Miss Muir from the ground floor had been loitering in the hall, ostensibly sorting the post. She used to hold up the
  envelopes to the light; sometimes I wondered if she had second sight and could see through the covers. I thought perhaps thats how people start on blackmail. I didnt guess how much
  more I was going to learn about the subject during the next quarter of an hour.


  I stood back. I was just making some coffee.


  I wouldnt want to stop you doing that, Mrs. Ross. He walked into the living room as though he owned it. This is nice, he said.


  Philip and I had decorated it last year. It has one long wall covered with dark green architects paper and we had spent a whole day mixing paint to get the right mushroom shade for the
  ceiling. He stood in front of the picture we found in the Portobello Market, a brilliant horizontal panel of fruit and wine bottles on a dark ground. In the darkest day it gathers up any light
  there is and throws it back onto the air.


  I poured the coffee into a paper cup and set it to drip while I found cups and saucers. My visitor, whose name I didnt yet know, went on chatting as though this were just a social call.
  When I was a young chap and believed that money would get you anything, I used to dream of a room like this one, it seemed so simple, just choose what you want, get it delivered, but
  its a gift, isnt it? I mean, I could buy this place up ten times over and never feel it, but then I couldnt create the room in the first place. Is that himyour son, I
  mean?


  He crossed the room and took up a photograph of Philip from my writing desk. It occurred to me that this was how bailiffs must behave, making themselves at home, handling your possessions as of
  right.


  Doesnt favor you much, does he? He put the frame down. Takes after his father, perhaps.


  I brought the coffee in, poured him a cup.


  Sugar? he asked. Hed sat down without being invited. So I had to go back to the kitchen and fetch it. Philip and I dont take it, so I forget to put it on the tray.
  Annette always liked them dark, he went on as if he were continuing a conversation. Im on the fair side myself. Hed removed his hat at last, revealing a
  lot of thick mouse-colored hair with no more vitality than his general manner. It even looked as though it had been nibbled by mice rather than cut. I wondered who Annette could be. He didnt
  look old enough to have a daughter of the right age to interest Philip.


  Who is she? I asked abruptly.


  He handed his cup back. That was good. I wish I could persuade her to make coffee as good as that. If there is another cup . . .


  I felt that if there hadnt been I should meekly have offered to make a fresh pot. I refilled the cup and passed it back.


  Annettes my wife, he said. Her and your boy have been having themselves a ball during the vacationisnt that what they call holidays when youre at
  a university?and not just for coffee. He drank his coffee; his eyes were on me like magnets. News to you? I believe it is. It was news to me once. OhI should introduce
  myself. He put his hand in his pocket and pulled out a business card. Alfred Samson, I read, and an address in Maygate Street, London, W. II.


  Samson! I repeated incredulously. I almost laughed. It seemed such a silly sort of joke. It was obvious hed heard it a nauseating number of times.


  Good for a laugh any day of the week, isnt it? he agreed. Anyhow, it was when I was at school. Nowadays chaps dont laugh so much. I could believe, too.
  No, keep it, Mrs. Ross. Ive a feeling youre going to need it. I had the same feeling myself.


  How olds your wife? I heard myself ask before I knew I was going to speak at all.


  Shes twenty-seven, though most people dont believe it.


  Philip wont be twenty for two months, I said sharply. Hes only a boy. Afterward I realized it hadnt occurred to me to doubt his word.


  Chaps younger than him could be hanged up to a year or two ago, they can still fight for their country, get married, get a life sentence, come to that. And it seems they can make love to
  other mens wives.


  It doesnt seem to have occurred to you that Im the one with a grievance, I exploded. A married woman seducing a boy . . .


  Now, come, Mrs. Ross. I wondered if anything would disturb his surface placidity. One of these days the girl your boy marries is going to be grateful to Annette.
  Loves like everything else, theres a right and a wrong way of doing it, and I daresay several in between, and Annette knows them all.


  I drained my cup in what I hoped was a casual way, but the clattering of the cup against the saucer as I put it down betrayed me. I was sick with fear and this little rat knew it.


  I still dont understand why youve come to me, I said. But of course there were only two reasons, and one was money. It must have been obvious that any month I broke
  even was my lucky month, and for all his insignificant bearing he reeked of the stuff. Soif it wasnt money, it had to be revenge. I pulled out my cigarettes and lighted one, but that
  was a mistake, because I couldnt hold the match steady enough to get it going. Samson leaned across with his lighter. You say that my son . . .


  Oh, its more than saying, Mrs. Ross. Hes condemned out of his own mouth, well, pen rather. Even if Annette hadnt admitted it.


  That winded me. You mean there are letters.


  Thats what I mean.


  Addressed to your wife?


  He nodded again.


  And youve read them?


  Why not? Husbands and wives are supposed to have everything in common. Mind you, he must have something, this young chap. How old should you say I was?


  I hesitated. Thirty-seven? I offered. Thirty-eight. It was difficult because he was the type that seems to have been born his present age. I couldnt imagine
  him a young man any more than I could imagine him old. He gave me a wintry smile, the first of the interview.


  Near enough, he said. Anyway, its a long time since I was a young fellow, but reading these letters took me right back to my first girl. She was called Althea, I
  remember. Funny, I havent thought of her in years. A redhead, red as a fox, smelled like one, too, the way some redheads will. But exciting. And wily as a vixen. Id forgotten what it
  felt like, being young. He stopped a minute, mysteriously lost in the past. He should have lived in the days when you wrote other chaps love letters for a fee. Well, it could
  come to that yet.


  I dont know what you mean.


  Hes at Oxton University, didnt you say?


  You told me, butyes, its true.


  I wonder what his professors would think if they read these. He hauled an envelope out of his pocket, from which he extracted a number of documents. Recognize the
  writing?


  Well, of course I did. Any mother recognizes her sons hand, even if she doesnt see it often.


  Those arent letters, I objected.


  Photostats. Theyd come to the same thing in a court of law.


  Suddenly I felt calmer. Youre bluffing, I told him. Youre not coming into court with a story like that. It may be very unfair, but the husband whos made
  to wear horns by a boy of nineteen cant expect much sympathy. In fact, I added, my common sense suddenly reeling, all he usually gets is ridicule. He seems a bit of a
  joke.


  People have made that mistake about me before, Samson said. Theyre none of them laughing now. I felt the first pricks of alarm. My first sense had been one of
  panic. This was much worse. He wasnt only a danger to me, he was a danger to Philip, too. And, of course, I dont have a divorce in mind. Annettes my responsibility, even
  if he has horned in. But I wonder what would happen to his scholastic career if the facts became public.


  You really mean that, I said. Youd really do that. Wreck his prospects . . .


  Im one of the people who work sixteen to eighteen hours a day to make it possible for young chaps like your son to have everything for free, Samson said. I went to
  work myself when I was fifteen . . .


  Why, youre jealous! I cried. You cant bear it that he should have privileges that were denied to you. But thats setting your face against progress . .
  .


  As I understand it, there are always more young fellows wanting to get into these colleges than there are places for them, and better lads than yours to fill them. All this higher
  education doesnt seem to have taught him much about meum and tuum. Its not just the letters, he went on, theres the matter of the check.


  The check? I repeated. I felt like an anemic parrot.


  The check for a hundred pounds your bright lad forged.


  Who says so? I demanded. You cant make charges like that. Anyway, why would he want a hundred pounds?


  To buy off this chap who had the photograph. Pour yourself some more coffee, Mrs. Ross, and let me do the talking for a bit. If you dont believe my story you can tackle your son.
  Now, Annette and I have a joint banking account, its quite customary between husbands and wives.


  You must have a lot of confidence in her, I suggested, if you dont mind her knowing your business deals.


  Try keeping her out, Samson told me laconically. She was my secretary before she was my wife. Theres more to being a good secretary than being able to write shorthand
  at two hundred words a minute. She was as smart as a whip and decorative with it. Its funny, he brooded, how seldom beauty and brains go together.


  But thats not why you married her, I reflected. You married her because she knew too much. I could easily believe that where Mr. Samson was concerned there was a good deal to know. Not
  that I imagined he couldnt draw a check without consulting her. Hed have a second account somewhere, probably in another name.


  Whats this about my son and a check? I demanded.


  They must have been mad to think I wouldnt find out. That is, he was mad, she didnt know till it was too late. (So thats the way she was going to tell it.)
  Im a businessman, I work hard for my money and I like to see value for it. I dont mind spending it, but its got to show a return, and if thats mercenary, then
  mercenary is what I am. I go through my monthly statementsI have an arrangement with my bank to send them to me each monthand when I find my wife drawing two checks for a hundred
  pounds within four days of each other I want to know whats happened to the money. Soknowing I hadnt signed itI started putting questions.


  And you found . . .? My mouth was as dry as a desert.


  I found that one of the checks had been cashed by a young fellow none of the tellers recognized. Mind you, on the surface it all seemed correct enough. Annettes signature and mine
  just as it should be, if Id been the clerk in question Id have accepted it, too. Turned out he was new to the job, no reason for him to suspect any monkey business . . . Only, I
  wasnt even in town the day the second one was signed.


  So you leaped to the conclusion that my son had forged your signature?


  No leaping about it. It was a simple matter of elimination. Annette couldnt sign my name in a manner to get past a bank clerk to save her life; anyway, the young fellow admits
  it.


  You mean, youve spoken to Philip?


  Ive spoken to my wife. Oh, theres no doubt about it.


  Did she add that she put him up to itassuming its true? I demanded.


  According to Annette, she knew nothing till I showed her the check, took her by surprise, so she didnt even have time to think up a story. She says shed never have let him
  do anything so crazy.


  Does she explain how he managed to lay hands on a check form, one she must have signed, if she knew nothing?


  My wifes not as careful as Id like to see her. She has these checks in an open drawer waiting for my signature.


  Its not a very pretty picture youre painting of my son. Rummaging through her drawers. And how did he know your bank signature?


  Samson shrugged. I daresay hed seen it on some other check. One thing I will say for Annette, shes never objected to my paying for her luxuries. Tell me, Mrs. Ross, has he
  ever been in this sort of trouble before?


  I was dumb. I thought if I had a cleaver handy I could find a very good use for it. It had been a family joke, Philips ability to copy signatures when he was still a schoolboy. A joke,
  yes, but thered been a day when he was sixteen when my sister, Susan, got a letter from a man who hung around but never came up to scratch, proposing marriage in the most violent and poetic
  terms. She brought it to me. I dont know whats come over Jim, she said. Just listen to this. Quoting Chaucer. The only Chaucer hed ever have heard of would
  be a race horse. Perhaps hes trying to adopt a little culture to come up to your standards, I chaffed her. And then I realized she was in a white rage. Standards
  nothing! This is one of Philips jokes. Im sorry for you, Margaret, really I am, giving birth to a son with all the makings of a criminal . . . Philip hadnt even denied
  it. I thought it was time someone did something about it, he explained reasonably. Here was Jim, blocking the fairway and keeping out more suitable craft . . .


  Susan never did marry Jim, though I always believed he was the one she wanted. The following year she married another man and it worked out all right; they were killed together in an air crash
  twelve months later. Ive never quite got used to a world without Susan in it, in a way I miss her even more than George, who was my husband for more than thirteen years.


  Samson was watching me like a hawk. Makes a habit of it, does he?


  Of course not, I said. And Id like to hear my sons side of it. What made him stop at a hundred pounds? I added recklessly.


  I told you, thats the sum this fellow was asking.


  Oh yesthe photograph. Was it worth the money?


  Annette must have thought so, since she paid it.


  Another thought struck me. Where did she suppose Philip got a hundred pounds from, a boy of nineteen at Oxton on a scholarship, unless she helped him?


  He told her he got it from his father.


  Someone laughed, a hideous raucous sound. Its not funny, I cried indignantly, and then I saw my companions face. It was as solemn as Good Friday morning.


  Did he add that his father and I were separated six years ago and I got my divorce for desertion when my son was seventeen? Hes in New Zealand now, George, I mean.


  Samson was shaking his head. Thats not how your lad tells it. According to him hes doing very nicely, thank you, big place in the Lake District.


  I shouldnt think George has ever been in the Lake District in his life.


  So hes a liar as well as a fornicator and a forger. He doesnt believe in half measures, does he?


  What happened to the photograph? I said.


  She destroyed itnaturally.


  And was it worth all that money? I repeated.


  I couldnt say. I never saw it.


  So youve only her word that it existed. Or that Philip was featured in it. I daresay he wasnt the only string to your wifes bow.


  Samsons face sharpened and shrank; now he looked like a white rat. That was a mistake, Mrs. Ross. Youre in bad enough trouble as it is.


  Theres such a thing as proof, I pointed out. If Philip denies this, itll be just your wifes word against his. And I still dont see how he could
  be sure about your signature.


  He could have seen a letter . . .


  My son doesnt read other peoples letters.


  Why not? Hes not above stealing their wives and forging their signatures.


  I poured myself more coffee. Where is it now, this precious check?


  Where it should bein my safeuntil its redeemed. And dont think an expert couldnt tell if the signatures faked.


  What it amounts to is you claim my son owes you a hundred pounds. I tried to sound disdainful, but Id no more idea where I could raise such a sum on the spur of the moment
  than Id have had of reaching the moon.


  If you were thinking of redeeming it, said Samson in his monotonous voice, the price is five hundred pounds.


  I couldnt believe it. But thats blackmail! The face value is one hundred pounds.


  Im a businessman, Mrs. Ross, and I was given to understand you were a businesswoman. Youd be buying in a sellers market. Whats this job of yours?


  Im a free-lance journalist.


  Writing for this paper and that?


  Writing for anyone whos in the market for my work.


  And naturally you get the best price you can?


  Naturally. Though mostly I take what Im offered.


  And I bet they know it. Youll never be a rich woman that way, Mrs. Ross.


  Im certainly not one now. It would be hard enough to raise a hundred pounds, five hundreds out of the question.


  You havent stopped to think. You dont give me the impression youre the sort thats easily defeated. You must have something of value you could sell. How about
  this flat?


  I have it on lease, its got about two years to run. I thought it would just see Philip through Oxton.


  The furniture? Youve got some nice pieces.


  Theres not much sense having a flat without any furniture.


  Pictures? He looked round, shaking his head. No, youve a nice taste, but people dont pay for that. How about your bank?


  I could hardly ask Mr. Wilson to advance me five hundred pounds for a blackmailer. Youll see that Id quite accepted Samsons version of the story. Mind you, I
  didnt think it was a one-man effort; Annette had known all about the check, most likely the suggestion had come from her. Still, that wouldnt help Philip much now.


  That tongue of yours will get you into trouble yet, he warned me. Well, thenjewelry?


  I shook my head.


  That brings us back to the boys father.


  Hes in New Zealand, I told you. I dont even know his address. And if I did he wouldnt have the money, and if he had he wouldnt send it.


  His own son?


  Well, I knew George would never accede to a blackmail demand. The thin end of the wedge hed call it; he might go out looking for Samson, but he wouldnt take his checkbook with
  him.


  Alimony? Samson was certainly a trier.


  I never asked for any. Seven years ago I was young and strong and able to work. I dont think the thought of alimony had ever passed through Georges head. Hed
  never seen a husband as a provider. Up till the time of the divorce sums of money were paid into my account toward Philips education, but not at regular intervals and never the same amount.
  Then, after the divorce, I heard through his bank that he was going abroad, if I wanted to get in touch I could do it through them, but Id never tried. George waspresumably isa
  likable man; in a way he was the reason I hadnt married again. Hed have no trouble in getting another wife. I remembered his last words to me as he walked away as casually as if he
  were strolling to the corner to post a letter.


  Good-bye, my darling. If you ever get the time you should visit the Natural History Museum and make the acquaintance of the black widow spider. One of the most efficient and methodical of
  natures inventionsbut she cant keep a husband.


  Theres one solution you havent considered, I told Samson. I might call your bluff. Refuse to buy.


  He shook his head. No amount of shaking stirred that mat of mouse-colored hair; it might have been glued on to his head.


  Im not bluffing. And youll come up with something. This boys all youve got, and his futures in your hands. I appreciate youve had a shock. I
  think youve taken it very well, the lads lucky to have you. What you want now is time. How about meeting me tomorrow night, say, at the Queens Hotel near Paddington Station?
  Its a small impersonal place, people coming and going all the time, waiting for trains, waiting for friends, theyd scarcely recognize royalty. How about five oclock? That gives
  you eighteen hours or so to make a plan. Why, you might even find you could bring the money with you.


  Or a lawyer, I said.


  You dont know much about me, do you, Mrs. Ross? But others are different. If your lawyer knows how many beans make five hell tell you to settle out of court, if your son
  means anything to you, that is. And dont try and contact my wife . . .


  I dont even know where Id find her, I told him contemptuously.


  Under my roof, naturally, where a wife should be. And she wont be seeing your boy again. I have her word for that. I can see what youre thinking, but I promise you
  shell keep it. Annette knows which side her breads buttered, and she doesnt like it dry, any more than anyone else. Had too much of that in her past, savvy? She came up the
  hard way, too. Well, I mustnt keep you from your work, Mrs. Ross. And thanks for the coffee. Well meet again tomorrow.


  I wouldnt count on that, I said, but of course I knew I should be there. I hadnt any choice.
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