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  Pamela Branch 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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  Cast of Characters


Clifford Flush. President and founder of the Asterisk Club for wrongfully acquitted murderers, he was once known as the Balliol Butcher.


Colonel Quincey. Treasurer of the Asterisk Club and an expert hunter.


Mrs. Barratt. Ne Naomi Wottling, shes a self-made widow twice over.


The Creaker. Still referred to as such, though the wooden limb that gave him the name has long since been replaced. He is not allowed to talk shop.


Miss Dina Parrish. Secretary of the club and its newest member. Despite being paid a handsome salary, she generally wears very few clothes.


Paget. The butler, who worked at Dankry Manor in its glory days. His smile can strike terror in all but the strongest hearts.


Barker. The chef, who reports to Paget.


Mrs. Chloe Carlisle. A romance writer who plans to murder her husband.


Cyril. Her handsome younger companion, whom she intends to marry. He turns out to be the most promising student in the current class.


Bill Thurlow. Another student, commissioned by his father to right a wrong so terrible the entire Asterisk Club wants to be allowed to do the deed.


Joe Slots Manelli. A gangster from Chicago who wants to brush up on his skills.


Blackie Rodden. His bodyguard.


Al. His chauffeur.


Antonio Grossi, aka Peter Kalder. Another gangster, Slots archrival. We never learn his bodyguards name.


Hobson. The Creakers protg, who worships at his feet. He exists on a regimen of meat, eggs, and vigorous running.


Mr. White. An estate agent.


Armitage. Clifford Flushs nemesis, whom he nearly murdered because of his overly cautious bidding at bridge.





  Chapter One


  CLIFFORD FLUSH had murdered nobody since 1939. For fourteen uneasy years after his acquittal, he had tried to persuade himself
  that the tiger in him was fully tamed. He assured himself that he had no desire to lay a hand in anger upon anyone in the world except a fellow member of his bridge club named Armitage. In 1953,
  unable to endure the mans pleasant smile and cautious bidding for another hour, he was overcome by an irresistible impulse and pushed him under a bus in Piccadilly.


  Armitage, with his customary resource, flung himself into the road parallel to the pavement. The bus passed over him and he rose unharmed. Clifford, old boy, he said shortly.
  You should not have done that.


  Flush, biting his lip, produced a notebook and wrote down the number of the bus. He bought Armitage a new hat and showered him with small courtesies. Indeed so hypnotized did he become by the
  mans appalling bonhomie that he found it difficult to concentrate upon anything else.


  Armitage, who knew Flushs history and understood his friends predicament, tried to avoid him. Finding this impossible, he eventually protested. Clifford, old boy, he
  said mildly, your game has deteriorated. Perhaps you need a change.


  Flush met the honest brown eyes and attempted a smile which did not disclose his clenched teeth. You may be right, he murmured.


  For a moment, Armitage stared at him. Then he said, Perhaps you should leave London for a while. Somewhere right away in the country. He poured himself another glass of port.
  Soon, he added with an encouraging smile.


  Flush sat looking at his well-manicured hands. I cant understand it, he said irritably. I have known you for years.


  It may be the heat, said Armitage.


  Flush glared out of the window. The heat haze trembled over the plane trees in the square. Possibly, he said.


  Im sure that I did nothing to provoke you.


  No.


  I always imagined that we rubbed along quite well.


  Your bidding sometimes antagonizes me.


  And yours me, old chap. But I wouldnt dream . . . I really wouldnt, my dear fellow.


  Extraordinary, I grant you.


  Amazing. Armitage hesitated. Tell me, does hot weather always have such an effect upon you?


  Flush picked a match from the ashtray and broke it in half. He did not answer.


  Armitage crossed his legs and stared at the toe of his sober shoe. Well, he said apologetically. Its all most unfortunate. I cant tell you how sorry I am, old
  chap.


  You might have been killed, said Flush accusingly.


  Armitage blushed. A spell in the country, he said. Nothing like it. He coughed. Apart from any purely selfish considerations, I really must insist upon
  it.


  Are you threatening me, Armitage?


  Armitage blew his nose and blinked several times. Yes, he said unhappily. Matter of fact, I am, old man.


  Flush nodded. He lit a cigar, twirled the match until it burnt down to his fingers, then carefully blew it out. Pass the port, damn you! he barked.


  Half an hour later, he left the club. Waiting at the mercy of the sun for a taxi, lowering himself on to the hot leather seat, his mood degenerated.


  He took his problem home to the residential club of which he was the founder. This was situated in an agreeable Chelsea street overlooking the river. It had been instituted in 1940, six months
  after Flushs trial had drawn to its surprising conclusion. As a sanctuary for those with similar histories to his own, it had proved an immediate success. It now had not only a large country
  membership, but affiliations overseas.


  Paying off the taxi, passing through the wrought-iron gate into the neat walled garden, Flush paused to look up at the pleasant Georgian house. He realized suddenly that he had become extremely
  attached to it. He did not want to leave it. Damn Armitage! If only . . . Flush gnawed his lip and let himself into the dim, cool hall.


  The homely scene in the drawing room depressed him still further. Mrs. Barratt sat behind the tea tray. She looked up from her knitting and gave him one of her faint sweet smiles. The Colonel
  was sitting on the window seat by a vase of wilting roses. He had attached a paper clip to an elastic band and was twanging it absently at his cup. The Creaker lay on the sofa beneath the
  chandelier eating peppermint creams and reading an old copy of the News of the World.


  Flush sat down as far as possible from the unnecessary summer fire, admitted his lapse and described its consequences.


  I am surprised at you, Clifford, said Mrs. Barratt. She pursed her lips and poked at her thin white hair with a knitting needle. She wore mauve, still in semi-mourning for her last
  victim who had been buried thirteen years before.


  Colonel Quincey blew up his white mustache. Gad, sir, he said. All these years. He used his prepositions with economy and spoke as if there were good food concealed
  in his mouth.


  Flush turned on him. During the years to which you refer, he said, his fine eyes flashing, it has not escaped my notice that you too, have been tempted to repeat your former
  indiscretions. In one instance, may I remind you, you fell.


  Blighter, said the Colonel. Asked for it, got it.


  To think that Clifford, remarked Mrs. Barratt, should be threatened by a gentleman who does not dare to bid a slam. Her frail shoulders shook.


  Sauce, growled the Creaker. His old wooden leg had been replaced by a new and silent model, but the nickname of its master persisted. The country, eh? he said with a
  rough laugh. And added enigmatically, Sheep an that.


  Flush rose and opened the window. The set of his shoulders caused Mrs. Barratt to draw a sharp breath. The Colonel and the Creaker followed her eyes. They exchanged brief, uneasy glances.


  Flush stood silhouetted against the fading light as erect and apparently unruffled as a general about to give the command for some fearful yet calculated risk.


  You all know, he said into the silence, that my interests are mainly urban. He paused and looked in a preoccupied manner at the peonies at the bottom of the
  garden.


  The three waited, watching him.


  However, he said heavily.


  The Colonel, realizing that some momentous decision was at hand, swayed automatically towards the tray of bottles and fortified himself with a large pink gin.


  Flush produced a handkerchief and blew his nose. I intend, he said, to put into operation a scheme which I have been considering for some years. He replaced the
  handkerchief. It will, I believe, satisfy a long-felt demand. It should prove a valuable addition to the amenities already offered to our members. Moreover, he raised a hand to his
  lips in order to conceal a wolfish grin, it will afford us a modicum of vicarious satisfaction.


  Us? asked Mrs. Barrat.


  Flush nodded.


  Mrs. Barratt, troubled, picked up her knitting and cast off two stitches. In the country? she said, knowing that her fear of and affection for Flush would force her to
  follow wherever he led.


  The Creaker took hold of his collapsed nose and moved it gently from side to side. Stuff you ear at those country assizes, he muttered.  S
  orrible.


  I have no choice, said Flush. Armitage is a man of his word. I do not wish, after all these years of retirement, to be reported to the police as an unsuccessful
  assassin.


  There was a long silence.


  Clifford, said Mrs. Barratt faintly. What are you going to do?


  Flush stood frowning up at a portrait of a man in a silver helmet. Are you with me? he asked. Can I count upon you?


  Of course, said Mrs. Barratt.


  Yus, said the Creaker.


  Tik hai, said the Colonel. When in doubt, he frequently lapsed into Hindustani.


  Thank you, said Flush. He picked up a fallen rose from beneath the vase and threw it on to the fire. I have decided, he said casually, to become a Homicide
  Consultant.


  

  Got to be in the wilds, remarked the Colonel two days later. He glanced at Flush. Far enough make journey London intolerable. Game, he
  consoled himself. He had had little opportunity to use his Springfield in Chelsea. Fur, feather!


  Nowhere near a railway station, said Mrs. Barratt. Somewhere really inconvenient. We dont want to attract the frivolous.


  

   Orrible grub, offered the Creaker the next day. Real muck.


  Perhaps unlicensed, suggested Mrs. Barratt.


  No, madam, snapped the Colonel. Going too far.


  It is essential to achieve real discomfort, said Flush. We want no fellow travelers.


  

  A week later, Flush tossed aside a sheaf of stencilled lists from a dozen estate agents and ran a hand through his hair. He sighed. It seems hopeless, he said.


  Clifford, said Mrs. Barratt. Why dont you tell them that you want somewhere repulsive?


  

  Anything settled, old chap? asked Armitage the following morning.


  You insist upon this buffoonery? Flush cracked his knuckles.


  Yes, said Armitage. Yes, I do.


  Very well. Flush pinched his lower lip between fnger and thumb. I shall resort to advertising. I shall word the announcement in such a way that only the most
  disreputable agent will reply. I shall make several elementary spelling mistakes and imply that I intend to open a . . .


  Good, said Armitage.


  

  Away in the wilds, in the dogged hinterland beyond the Purbeck country, William White, the sole agent who had replied to Flushs advertisement, greeted his client with
  old-world courtesy. He had lunched liquidly, but he gave no sign of this except that his large red ears were pressed flat against his head.


  Dankry Manor? he said. It might suit you, but I very much doubt it. He read the details and named a price. Absurdly cheap, he said gloomily, but
  no bargain. It has a most unfortunate historical background.


  Flush lit a cigar. Had he been impelled to kill Mr. White, he thought idly, he would have picked off the great head with a telescopic rifle. He glanced out of the window at the gaunt ruins of
  the castle.


  Ravaged, said Mr. White, following his clients eyes, by the punitive expedition of King Sweyn to avenge the massacres of St. Brices Day. Behind a
  discarded copy of the day befores Telegraph, the top of a bottle of liqueur mead gleamed red from its hiding place in the wastepaper basket. The sweat of the Romans,
  he said vaguely. The tears of Boadicea. The clay dyed crimson with the blood of the Jutes. He licked his lips, put his elbow on to the desk and propped up his left eyebrow with his
  thumb. Frankly, sir, I do not think that this property will suit you.


  It is in good repair?


  The very opposite, sir. It is falling apart. Moreover, it is hideous and reputed to be haunted.


  What of the fishing rights?


  Oh, there are no fish, sir. The stream is polluted. The house has a horrible reputation. The villagers will not pass it at night without a bulb of garlic. Now really, he pleaded,
  you dont want it. Nobody does. Why should they?


  I intend to found, Flush hesitated, then smiled blandly, a small country club.


  That would be a grievous error, said Mr. White, tapping his long brown teeth with a pencil. Not in Dankry Manor sir. Disastrous.


  Please give me an order to view.


  No, said Mr. White. Honestly, sir, it is absolutely awful. Come on, sir, have a mead and forget all about it.


  Flush strode across to the mullioned window. At one end of the narrow, cobbled street was a fearful statue of Charles Stuart being gored by a stag; at the other, a monument recalling in bronze
  some forgotten martyr dying in irons and agony. Flush smiled. In his present mood, he found the village irresistible.


  The keys, please, he said, snapping his fingers.


  You will regret it, sir. Mr. White reluctantly pulled open a drawer and took out a massive key with a curling label attached to it. Honestly, sir, he said earnestly.
  I hate to handle this key. You see this stain? That is not rust, sir.


  

  Krunte Abbas dated back to the Durotriges  the Dwellers by the Water. It had been ravished by the Jutes, the Saxons, the Angles, and the Danes. It had been occupied by
  the Romans. Elfrida had borrowed a knife there before proceeding to Corfe to stab her stepson. King Sweyn had razed it to the ground; Stephen had rebuilt it; Maud had torn it down; Henry VIII had
  recreated it from the original stone. When the topmasts of the Spanish Armada had been sighted from the Lizard, a man named Jeff White had destroyed it by fire while attempting to light the warning
  beacon. During the Wars of the Roses, King Charles, recognizing its strategic position, had resurrected it, only to lose it to the Roundheads. In the Pilgrim Ho!, the fleeing monarch had drunk a
  stoop of ale; so, some thirty years later, had the invading Duke of Monmouth. In the Staunch Adherent was a scythe reputed to have been used by Daniel Defoe in the cause of the Protestant Duke.


  Judge Jeffries, William of Orange, George III, the Pilgrim Fathers, the martyrs of Tolpuddle, had passed along the main street. Queen Elizabeth I had, of course, slept in all three inns, several
  times. In 1916, the crew of H.M.S. Ultimatum, suffering from chicken pox, had been isolated in the remains of the castle where Maud, in a fit of ill temper, was said to have cut off one of
  her braids and tossed it from the tower to the hungry serfs beneath, crying, Gorge, curs! May it choke thee!


  Twenty-five years later, a Messerschmitt 101 had fallen flaming out of the sky and, after raking the village with cannon and machine gun fire, had crashed on to the Roman earthworks. The pilot
  had lurched in the Wassail and demanded a double whisky in the name of the Fuehrer. One of the first General Grant tanks to arrive in Britain still remained in the marketplace, sabotaged by a
  drink-crazed crone named Nell White. Half a mile from William Whites office, a wounded American bomber had jettisoned a full cargo of K rations on the section of the Via Iceniana which the
  Romans had built too far to the south . . .


  All these generations had left their mark on the hamlet; or if they had not done so, the omission was speedily rectified by the Antiquity Department. Each cottage bore plaques in remembrance of
  some scene of brutality or horror. Several had cannon balls embedded in their ancient stone walls.


  An aura of violence, bloodshed, and doom hung heavily over the whole valley.


  

  The Manor stood to the west of Krunte Abbas and above it. It was built in an Anglo-Saxon quarry on the slopes of Hanger Hill. It faced north and was denied the early morning sun
  by the heights of Seven Barrow Down. It was large and rambling, of many periods all warring but none victorious. It had mellowed uneasily and the wisteria vine intended to mask its architectural
  gaffes had never borne flowers.


  The distemper had been conquered by lichen; it had flaked and fluttered down to lie like dandruff under the cedars. The terrace was the battleground of a million ants. The swimming pool was home
  to scores of flat black beetles which zigzagged on the surface, crash-dived and vanished. The roof leaked. The delicate gray blooms of dry rot flourished in the basement. A crumbling oubliette
  beneath the back stairs had been partially disguised as a broom cupboard. There was an irregular stain on the floor of a bedroom in the east wing which centuries of treatment had failed to
  remove.


  You see? said Mr. White, standing waist-deep in hay on the lawn. Is it not horrible?


  It is ideal, said Flush. Ideal.


  

  Armitage delivered his ultimatum late in August.


  Early in September, Flush, Mrs. Barratt, and the Creaker left London by train. The Colonel followed three days later in his monstrous old Bugatti with a startling young woman of twenty-four. It
  had been whispered that she had recently pushed her fianc over Beachy Head, which Flush considered qualified her for the post of Librarian and Secretary.


  As Flushs own steward was serving a short sentence for Loitering with Intent, a mournful old man named Paget was approached at Mr. Whites suggestion. He had served the previous
  tenant of Dankry, a dissolute earl who had met his death in the hunting field, for over thirty years. Flush interviewed him without hope.


  You have, of course, he asked, drawing a small cosh on his blotter, a blameless record?


  Paget moved his long feet inside his shoes. Well, sir, he said. Thirty years ago there was a lot of vicious gossip about this mare . . .


  Ah, said Flush, clearly relieved. You stole it? Doped it? Shot it?


  Paget was puzzled. He realized immediately that his prospective employer would prefer him to have erred. He was for an instant filled with foreboding, yet his desperate need of employment, his
  deep affection for the hangdog Manor and his austere little room which overlooked the quarry, prompted him to say quickly, Yes, sir. It was the first lie he had ever told.


  Flush nodded, satisfied. I require one whom I can trust implicitly.


  I do not hobnob, sir. Paget glanced down at his bowler. The earl, sir, was a terror at times.


  It took Flush less than a month to discover that Paget was invaluable. It took Paget nineteen weeks to discover the identity of his new master. While he was delighted to be back in his old home,
  while the dank stone of the corridors, the faded and peeling wallpapers, the sudden and familiar icy draughts solaced his old heart, he was extremely uneasy.


  He did not like the look which Mrs. Barratt had given young Miss Dina when the latter had failed to mail a letter. He was not convinced that it was entirely an accident when Colonel Quincey
  asphyxiated a chicken by leaving it in the garage and neglecting to turn off the engine of his car. He did not care for the manner in which the oafish cripple refused to allow anybody into the
  summerhouse. What could this lout be doing behind the locked door? Why did he emerge after some hours of complete silence looking benevolent and rested? And there was the master himself. Why did he
  stand for so long at the bottom of the orchard, watching the disused, weed-hidden railway line, as if hoping for a train to go by?


  As Christmas came and passed, as the snowdrops died for want of air beneath the giant weeds in the garden, new questions reared to which Paget refused answer. Why did the first ill-assorted
  batch of guests arrive on the same day and depart likewise? Why did they stop talking abruptly when he entered a room? Why did they so contemptibly overtip him? What sort of club was this? What
  manner of people were attracted by the unattractive house and the dubious reputations of the residents?


  In the village, there was much speculation.


  Doo zeem be zpeizen, said one.


  En be goostie writarn, said another.


  Be a-trainen fr winnick jobsen aft A-irenen Ringle, said a third.


  Paget, fearing for the prestige of his employers and indirectly his own, would incline his head obliquely and allow himself a faint smile. This, owing to a facial peculiarity, would disperse the
  gossips immediately.


  Even to himself, Paget refused to admit that he knew. He knew also that Flush knew that he knew, but refused to admit that either. More and more frequently, his thoughts turned to the
  past years with the earl. Less and less often did he allow himself to dwell on the problems of the present. Hardly ever did he acknowledge that he had already been subtly drawn into the conspiracy.
  In rare moments of truth, he knew that were he to leave or make any official complaint, he would be found dead almost at once in curious circumstances. Only in his dreams did he admit of the
  bungling student who would one day, any day now, destroy forever the reputation of his beloved Manor. And not even his subconscious would allow that he was trapped, that there was nothing he could
  do to prevent disaster, that it was only a matter of time . . .
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