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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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  PART ONE: THE VERDICT

  
  Chapter One


  NOBODY could call me a superstitious man, said the landlord of the Barleycorn, but I sayand Ill say it again with my
  last breaththat the man or woman that laughs at gypsies is a fool. I know as well as every one else that theyre a poaching, lying lot, as like as not, and I dont want em
  specially where I am. But if they was there I wouldnt be such a fool as to try and turn em away.


  Afraid of a knife in the ribs one dark night, Mr. Bowie? inquired a semi-facetious member of the audience.


  Knife nothing. Mr. Bowie was contemptuous. No, but theres no blinking the fact they do know more than ordinary folk. See more, if you know what I mean. Thats
  got nothing to do with brains. Most of them, I daresay, couldnt spell the word. But theres animals the same. You have a dog in a house thats supposed to be ghost-ridden, and
  that dogll see things youd hardly believe. But thats not brain. And Id see the new moon through glass and sit down thirteen to a table before Id turn any gypsy
  off my place. Look at that old woman up at the Hall, she had the gypsys curse put upon her forty years ago now it must be, and its powerful yet.


  That great red-faced old woman that goes about with a dumpy yellow-haired daughter? asked a newcomer, rattling his tankard ostentatiously.


  Mrs. Wolfethats her. Of course she was Mrs. John in those days, new married to Mr. Michael and proud of it. You wouldnt think it to see her now, simply waddling with
  fat, but she was a good-looking woman when she came here, big-made and dark with black snapping eyes. It was never hard to say who wore the breeches in that house, but Mr. Michael didnt seem
  to mind. Hed been easygoing from a boy. But there was a rare to-do when she found out the gypsies at the Queens Paddock and said theyd got to go. Of course, in a manner of
  speaking, they were trespassing, but whod ever given a thought to that? Gypsies thereve been at the Paddock as many years as Ive lived here and I was born in the place.


  I wont have those thieving brutes on my land, Mrs. Michael said to her husband. Poaching rabbits and stealing fruit. . . .


  He tried to talk to her, but you might as well tell the rain to fall upwards instead of down. She hadnt got more sense than most Londoners; it was her husbands paddock,
  which meant it was hers, and she wasnt going to have any one so much as nibbling a blade. Of course, the Paddock isnt there any more now, since they started building over to
  Margetstown; land was worth a lot then and Mr. Michael had been dead for years, and his lady sold out. They say shes worth a mint of money, but shes welcome to it for all the fun it
  gives her. Just sits up in that great gloomy house with that daughter of hersand no thanks to her that she isnt a madwoman too, the way her mother treats herand counts
  what shes got.


  Go on about the gypsies, urged the newcomer.


  Oh, she had her way, of course. Went down to see them herself. Out you get, she told them, or Ill have the police on you. Never threaten gypsies with
  the police. Id as soon put a live match by a Mills bomb and expect nothing to happen. They went, of course; gypsies like police about as much as rabbits like ferrets. But before they went
  the old womanthey said she was a hundred and I daresay it was trueshe laid a curse on Mrs. Michael in life and in death, to have no joy in marriage or love in children, to live lonely
  and die of treachery. I wasnt there myself at the time, but Ive met men that was, and they say it was enough to make the flesh creep on your bones to hear her.


  And its come true?


  True enough so far. It was little joy she had in marriage. Not that I blame Mr. Michael or have anything against him. He was a good friend to me. I couldnt have bought in the
  nearby stabling and made this into a place where the gentry ud come and spend holidays for the fishing and so on but for him and the money he brought to the place. It wasnt only what
  he drank himself, though that was enough for three ordinary men; it was the men whod come from all round about to meet him. You couldnt forget him once youd seen him. It was as
  if, after the curse, he changed, wasnt under her heel the same way. He got into a big roaring, swaggering fellow, standing over six foot, with a great mane of yellow hair and a laugh you
  could hear on Bulls Tor. Mr. Bowie was silent a moment, remembering the magnificence of those half-forgotten orgies, the dead mans huge shining face, with its sparkling eyes,
  the amazing, unforgettable stories he told, the sense of warmth and vitality he brought even into a half-chilled bar on the dreariest evening.


  And hes dead? ventured the newcomer.


  Been dead these twenty years. Had a fit of sorts, and died with a strangling choke and a snore you could hear a quarter of a mile away. I saw him afterwardstheres a custom
  here that the village can see the gentleman at the Hall in his coffin, and for all the crazy woman his widow was she didnt dare go against that. He still looked ruddy and warm, as if he was
  remembering, and liked his own thoughts. But Ill never forget the look his widow gave him as he lay there, with those great hands of his crossed on his breast and some one had put a white
  rosebud in them. It seemed odd, that, a man like a bull and that little white rose. But all Mrs. Michael was thinking was of the bags of money, her money, mark you, she was burying with him, money
  hed had of her and spent roistering and drinking and wenching. Oh, he was a proper man after the curse came on him. Theres a story, but its not for me to say how much truth
  there is in it, that he even took a stick to her once, and if he did, serve her right. She wasnt head in her own house in those days, which is one of the reasons, no doubt, that she took
  poor Ted Wolfe ten years afterwards.


  And he, is he dead, too?


  Not he. Shell keep him alive the way a cat keeps a mouse, for the fun she gets out of him. Poor Ted. He didnt know what he was doing when he said Yes to her.


  He said . . .?


  Yes. Oh, she was like the grand ladies in historyleastways their gentlemen were. What they call droit de seigneur, which means you can have your pick of the village wenches
  and no onell ask questions. Ted never thought about her like that. Well, why should he? He was just the fellow that brought her poultry and eggs and shook in his shoes when she complained.
  He wasnt doing too well, Ted wasnt; you know how it is with some men, doesnt seem to matter how hard they work, they cant make it. Parkinson now, that was in the same
  lay, anything he touched did fine. He was smelling out after the Hall custom, as Ted knew, and hed take a penny off the price of fowls and a farthing off eggs, Ted would, because once he
  didnt go to the Hall any more he was finished. There was plenty of people whod go to Parkinson readily enough. Not that he didnt work, too; he did, but thats how the
  luck was. Then one day Mrs. John sent for him; he says he hadnt a thought in his mind but that she had some complaint to make, but, instead of that, she said shed been considering and
  shed like him to marry her. Ted says he was stark, stammering, couldnt answer her. He wasnt above forty then and she must have been sixty if she was a day. She told him to come
  back next morning. Look at it how you would it meant ruin for him if he said No. You might ha thought it meant ruin if he said Yes, but Ted had his feelings, and his farm meant a lot to him.
  He thought with a bit of money behind it hed make it pay, branch out a bit. Besides, thered be plenty of folk whod come to him when they heard he was married to the lady at the
  Hall. Ted saw himself quite the gentleman farmer. And he didnt think shed go on more than another ten years. Hed be no more than fifty then, and prosperous, and he could marry
  a girl to his own liking and breed up children. Oh, he had it all very pat. Hed been after two girls before that time, but one married a fellow from London and theyve got six now in
  two rooms, by all accounts, and the other got into trouble with a gentleman down for a months fishing. So Ted never had much luck. But he never did himself a worse turn than when he said
  hed marry Mrs. John. To begin with, she wouldnt let him go ahead with the farm. She wasnt going to be a farmers wife, she said; so Parkinson bought that in, and
  hed send his hired man driving around in Teds new milk float that had been the pride of his heart. As for Ted, he lounged around the house, afraid to give orders to the servants,
  terrified of his grand wife, knowing every one was making game of him. Having a rich wife wasnt any catch; he soon learned that. Hed expected to be able to dip a bit into what she
  had, but he soon found she kept it as tight as tight. I remember his coming in one eveninghe used to sneak down here sometimes for a bit of a chat and praps a game of
  billiardsand telling me he didnt know how he was going to stand it. What did she want to marry me for? he asked. As if he never looked in his mirror! He was a good-looking chap, big
  and brown, with blue eyes and a lot of thick hair. But after his marriage he was nothing better than a slave. It wasnt just the farm. He hadnt been brought up the same way as her, and
  she didnt mean him to forget it. She was always bringing him up against something that ud make him feel strange and awkward. Even his clothes he wasnt allowed to choose for
  himself. Shed have none of his comfortable coats and breeches. He had to go to a tailor she chose for him, and when the bills came in shed pretend to forget hed had that suit,
  and shed dress him down for extravagance.


  Not much of a man, is he, to let an old woman domineer him that way? suggested one of the audience.


  You put yourself up against the woman he married and see what youd make of it, the landlord adjured him grimly. If shed been a younger woman it might ha
  been different. But she was always ailing, nothing bad but enough to have the doctor in and a general vexation, and the poor chap never knew what to do with himself.


  And she married him for his blue eyes?


  Partly, I daresay. But she wanted something to kick, and she knew hed not kick back. Shes got that unmarried daughter of hers, the only one left of the fivethat
  prophecy came true, too, as Ill tell you in a minutebut she hasnt got a kick in her, with her Yes, Mama, and Of course, Mama everywhere. Cant call her soul her own that
  girl cant. Oh, there was others ud have married Michael Johns widow and welcome. There was the doctor, never had a penny in his pocket till that crazy sister of his died last
  year and left him 40,000 and the rector, thats a widower with two children to send to school. Either of em would have said Yes, but she couldnt have treated them the way
  shes treated Ted. Shes got him down all right; but shed best be careful. One of these days shell go a step too far even with him.


  Live lonely and die of treachery, murmured the visitor with a shudder. Well, the first parts not true. Shes got plenty of people up at the house.


  That dont stave off loneliness. I should think shes the most solitary soul in the place. No ones got a warm word for her, and all those that belong to her are just
  waiting for the day of her death.


  Are there many of them?


  Those Ive told you of, and the grandchildren, five of them. Oh, shes rare mad she cant buy them with her money. A lovely lot, they are, all in London, not giving a
  damn for her. But the prophecy was true about her children. Its little enough joy shes got from them. One by one she lost them. There was Martin, the eldest son, that married a
  play-acting woman with the finest red hair I ever saw. His mother never forgave him, though Mrs. Martin could have given points to any woman in these parts. But Mrs. Wolfe thought it the Hand of
  the Almighty when the pair were killed in a railway accident when their boy was about sixteen. Hes got her red hair, and hes on the stage, too. Anthony his name is. And both her
  daughters ran away from home, the first one, Miss Ursula, with a foreign music teacher, Italian or Spaniard or something, one of these tall dark chaps about as trustworthy as a leopard. I can still
  remember Mrs. Wolfes face the day the news came in that the fellow had fascinated some other woman and left Miss Ursula and her little boy, Derek, stranded in London. She looked as if
  shed had a packet on the winner. That was the second marriage that didnt turn out right, to her way of thinking. And Miss Kate, the handsomest of them all, a big dark blooming girl,
  broke her engagement with Sir Robert Braye to marry some kind of doctor who died from taking poison. What they call research work. Miss Kate came back but her mother wouldnt have aught to do
  with her. Youve made your bed, you can lie on it, she said, and let your son lie with you. That was Mr. Norman, thats a doctor himself now. The only marriage that did please her was
  Mr. Philips. When the others had gone, she poured everything out on him. He was going to have the money and the place, if she could work it. He married a pretty pink-and-white bit his mother
  chose for him. It was the only family wedding theyd had. We all came to see it and the children threw rose-leaves. Then the next news was there was a girl, born on Christmas Eve, so they
  called her Carol; and two or three years after that there was a boy; but he died, and his mother with him within the week, and after thatnot much more than a year after thatMr. Philip
  married again. And this time it wasnt to please his mother. He married a woman on the music-halls, I believe; Mrs. John, as she was still, cursed him, but she couldnt stop him. They
  lived in London after, and they had one daughter, too, that they called Rose. She doesnt come down here much, a saucy-looking girl with a mouth like a pillar-box and great dancing eyes.
  Writes the kind of thing you see in the Sunday papers. Where she gets it all from I dont pretend to guess, but if she was my gal, Id have leathered her proper before she got to this
  pitch, writing on society vices and drugs and the misbehaviour of lords and ladies that, according to her, behave as my cows ud be ashamed. Put her in service, Mrs. John said. Learn her to
  keep a house nice. But lordy, I should think their kind of house would be more like a pig-pen than anything. Though I will say for her she looks smart enough, a bit too smart for me. Of course,
  Mrs. Wolfe hates em all, except Miss Carol. She says shes like her mother, though I dont see it. Taken up nursing, and whenever the old lady has one of her bad turns, down Miss
  Carol comes, and sooner or later down comes all the others. Likes to keep them on the run, Mrs. Wolfe does.


  I suppose, if shes rich, they darent say No.


  Maybe that; though no one knows how the moneyll be left. Close as an oyster she is. Shes told Miss Carol shell be the heiress, but that may be all bluff. No one even
  knows how much shes got. Runs into six figures Ive heard people say; but thats just talk. We none of us know.


  Do they come down often? asked the stranger.


  Every six or seven months she has an attack. Dont ask me of what. No one knows. So down comes Miss Carol and a few days later down come the rest. She hasnt died yet. . .
  .


  Shes to die by treachery, the stranger reminded him, and there was a sudden silence in the bar.


  Then the landlord said, Theyre down there now, came yesterday. Mr. Derek first; and then Mr. Anthony, and then the other two together. He was silent a moment, then said,
  They do say hereabouts that Miss Carol and Mr. Derek are going to make a match of it when hes any money.


  Whats his job.?


  Hes not got one. He just writes books that folks seemingly dont want to read. Theyre none of them like their grandmother that could put any man right about the number
  of pence to the pound.
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