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  Lesley Glaister 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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        Empompey polleney,


        Pollenistic,


        Empompey, polleney,


        Academic,


        So fa me,


        Academic,


        Poof, poof.

      

    

  


  These are words to clap with rapid slapping hands in a playground full of girls. They are words to chant so fast that they spill like glitter off the tongue, dazzling the
  girls who dont know. Mystifying the girls at the edges who lurk in doorways and long for the bell to go.


  


  They are also a way of stopping thought. Not forgetting entirely, for that is impossible. But a means of jolting a memory off its track. A barrier of gibberish.
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  PART ONE


  Chapter One


  Mama told me, a very long time ago, that an ancestor of ours had been transported to Australia. The ancestors name was Peggy, and all shed done was steal a
  peacock. She was sent on a convict ship to Australia and never seen again. Fancy stealing a peacock. Thats all that is known of Peggy. I dont even know whether the peacock was alive
  or dead. And that matters. Did she steal it for its beauty, or for her dinner?


  We were standing in the kitchen and Mama was filling my hot-water bottle. My bare feet were cold against the floor.


  Wheres Australia? I asked.


  She pointed at the floor. The other side of the world, she said. As far away as you can get.


  I considered this. I already knew the world is like a ball. Bob had demonstrated with an orange how it moves around the sun. We used the orange for the sun and his globe for the earth. Of
  course, the scale was all wrong. To get the proportions right, he said, I would have had to carry the orange into the centre of town.


  The globe was beautiful. It was an old heavy thing on a rickety stand. The land was all brown as mud and the pale sea netted with fine lines, meridians and tropics, things that had no meaning
  for me, although I liked the names. Sometimes I would spin the globe round and round so that it rattled and rocked and then read the name of the place where my finger pointed when it had stopped:
  Madagascar, the Tropic of Capricorn, the Solomon Islands, Peru.


  Whats it like in Australia? I asked.


  Topsy turvy, Mama said, screwing the lid on my bottle and wiping it with a tea-towel. Their seasons are all upside down. They eat their Christmas dinner on the
  beach.


  I went to bed that night thinking how glorious that must be, the crackers and the pudding and the holly against the gold and blue of sand and sea. I could just picture Peggy in some sort of
  long, old-fashioned dress but otherwise looking just like Mama, with the peacock strutting beside her on the shore, a purple paper crown upon her head.


  One birthday  when I still believed my birthday was in June  Mama and Bob gave me a book. I was disappointed. I wasnt much of a one for books. Boring, I
  thought as I unwrapped it, although I looked pleased. Mama had made the wrapping paper herself, potato prints in powdery paint that came off on my fingers. On the flyleaf she had written, To
  Jennifer, Happy Birthday, Love from Mama and Bob, June 1964. The first e in Jennifer was altered, as if shed started to write something else by mistake. I put the book
  on the shelf in my room and didnt look at it again for ages. It wasnt until I was ill, feverish and fretful and bored, that Mama began reading it to me. The book was Alice in
  Wonderland.


  Mama sat on the edge of my bed reading. Her voice was monotonous and soothing. She paused periodically to wipe my face with a cool flannel. The room was cold, for Bob insisted that we keep a
  window open in every room in all weathers, except fog. This was extravagant because it meant keeping the stove roaring all winter to feed the radiators, but it was one of Bobs foibles. Our
  lives were ruled by Bobs foibles. I think this was a good one though, for we rarely suffered from colds. The lace curtain stirred slightly in the breeze. Mama shivered, but I burned. The sun
  shone coldly into the room, sharpening the edges of things so that they hurt my eyes. I kept them closed and listened to Mama, and her voice was something safe and solid to hold onto in the
  helter-skelter of my fever, something healthy.


  Starve a fever, Bob proclaimed, and so I had not eaten for two days. Mama, who went along with Bob in most things, eventually sneaked me up a terrible nourishing drink  raw
  egg beaten into milk  and stood over me while I drank it, tears of disgust standing in my eyes. The story was silly, I thought, until she came to the part where Alice falls down the hole,
  and I had to open my eyes to stop myself from feeling as if I was tumbling downwards past cupboards and pictures and jars of marmalade on shelves. Down, down, down, Mama
  droned, Would the fall never end? I wonder how many miles Ive fallen by this time? Alice said aloud. I must be getting near the centre of the
  earth. I wondered if it was possible, not to fall of course, but to travel somewhere, through the earth, to get to Topsy-Turvy Land, the Antipathies, Alice called it, but I knew
  that couldnt be right.


  Mama put the book down. All right? she said. Ill have to stop now, its time to cook Bobs dinner. Mama had a gap where a tooth had fallen out. Not
  a front tooth, but one at the side that you could only see when she smiled. She rarely smiled properly because of this, especially in public, but sometimes she forgot. She smiled at me as I lay in
  bed though. I know because I saw the dark gap in her mouth and it gave me my idea. I would dig to Australia.


  Down at the end of the garden, past the lawn and the vegetable plot and the fruit trees, was a patch that was mine. I had grown nasturtiums and radishes and marigolds but I was fed up with
  gardening, nothing turned out like it looked on the seed packet. I did like to be outside though. I like activity and fresh air. I loved to dig.


  When I was well enough to go downstairs wrapped in my dressing-gown, my legs weak and fuzzy, I had a look at Bobs globe. I put one finger on the tiny smudge that was Britain and reached
  my arm round to find the opposite side of the world. It wasnt quite Australia, it was a place in the Tasman Sea. The nearest speck of land was called Loyalty Island. But it was near enough.
  I dont think I really believed I could do it. Certainly I knew it wouldnt be easy or quick. I was prepared to take weeks, months even. Bob said it would be impossible, but that only
  spurred me on. If it had never been done before, then that was the best reason to try.


  I had been excused the daily dozen while I was ill, but as soon as I was better Bob insisted that I join them again. It was a dull morning, a school morning. Bob took off his
  dressing-gown. Mama hastened to the curtain and twitched a gaping corner shut.


  Come along then, Bob said. Breathe. He began to inhale and exhale loudly, swinging his arms backwards and forwards in time with his breaths. He had his back to the
  fireplace, feet planted squarely apart. Bob was naked. His body was pink and plump beneath a curling grey fuzz. His chest made me think of gorilla breasts and his paunchy belly cast a discreet
  shadow on the soft giblets beneath.


  Mama slipped out of her dressing-gown. She stood behind me, as always, so that I could not see her, only hear a rustle as the soft fabric crumpled on the floor.


  Come along, Jennifer, Bob said. I never had the gumption to refuse, not then. I unbuttoned my pyjamas and took them off.


  Shoulders back, Bob said and I stood up straight between them, aware of Bobs eyes on my naked front, and Mamas on my back. Now, breathe in . . . and . . . over
  and . . . and we embarked upon the stretching, the toe-touching, the arm circling and the ungainly joggling about the spot. The open window sucked the curtain against it with a sad gasp and
  an oblong patch grew damp with rain. I wondered, as I always did, why it was called the daily dozen when there was never a dozen of anything as far as I could tell. This was another of Bobs
  foibles, this morning ordeal. I think it was his worst. No, the worst was the nakedness. We werent allowed clothes for the exercises, that was bad enough, but what was even worse was that
  Bob wouldnt wear clothes at all in the house.


  Mama and Bob had both been naturists once, they had met at a camp-site where everyone frolicked naked in the sun. Thats what they said, only all I could think of was brambles and
  goose-pimples and rain. Mama had changed her mind gradually over the years. She thought bodies terribly boring, she confided to me once, when there were so many lovely clothes to wear. Mama went
  along with Bob in the mornings though, and I thought little about it. It was just what we did.


  And down and down and down and down, Bob continued, breathless now, stretching one leg to the side and bending his knee like an archer so that his belly drooped almost to the
  floor. The grey curls on his chest were moist with sweat. And cease, he said finally.


  


  Chapter Two


  I had no proper friends at school, that was why I didnt like it. It wasnt because I was stupid that I never answered questions, it was because I was shy. I
  couldnt have friends like the popular girls because I didnt know how. It would have been all right if Id been the same as them but I felt that I was different. I could never
  ask a friend round for a start, because Bob, being retired, was always there, and always quite bare. I couldnt let anyone else see his giblets and his great round woolly bottom, all creased
  from his chair. Word would have got round and they would never have stopped laughing. And he was an old man, all grey and done-for, not like the fathers I sometimes noticed dropping their daughters
  off at school, with black or brown hair and shirts and ties and cars. Bob wouldnt get a television either. Not everyone had one then, but the popular girls did, and they invited their best
  friends home for tea and Blue Peter. Everyone wanted to be friends with those girls. Bob said that televisions gave off gamma rays that rotted the brain. Instead we played games. The
  family that plays together stays together, he used to say, rubbing his hands and squelching his behind on his leather chair, and my heart would sink.


  It was later that I started to dig the hole. It was a hot day marooned in the middle of the summer holidays, and I was twelve, already old enough to know that it was an
  impossible venture. But it was something to do. In the beginning the digging was easy. The soil was loose and I had got down a foot or more before it became really hard work. The soil grew darker
  and harder, packed solid, and there were stones, great knuckle-like flints and shards of slate that jolted the spade and refused to give. I had to get down and grub them out of the earth with my
  hands. There were worms threaded in the earth, and sometimes I sliced one into two flinching pieces with my spade. I was sorry to hurt them, but Bob said that both halves would live so that
  thered be two worms instead of one. Mama said that was nonsense and only the half with the head would live. And I still dont know whether either of them was right  or whether
  both halves die. There were centipedes too, and millipedes, and other grubs and scuttling creatures, and fine roots stretching from somewhere. I worked hard with my mind on another place, a place
  where I partly belonged because of Peggy the ancestor. I worked until there were blisters on my hands, thinking of buried treasure, ribbed caskets opening to spill gold doubloons and pearls. And
  soon I knew for sure that I would never get anywhere. Not this way. I had made a trench that I could stand in up to my waist, but that was nothing. Our garden backed onto a footpath, hidden from
  view by a high wooden fence, but we were above the footpath, so that even with all my digging I still hadnt reached the level of the ground behind. If I crouched in my trench I could get my
  head below the surface and breathe in the private smell of the earth, and feel the coldness. The soil was complicated, seen close to, not haphazard. It was an arrangement of filaments and pebbles
  and grains and damp-looking living things. It was a live thing in itself, and that surprised me. I licked the earth and recognized the taste of potatoes.


  Our back garden was surrounded by low walls but inside these Bob had built a high wood-slatted fence. Mama had insisted on this if Bob wanted to sunbathe naked. But there were knot-holes in the
  fence, and I used to press my eye against one at the bottom of the garden and watch people walking their dogs. Once I saw a boy and a girl kissing. I wasnt allowed to use the footpath by
  myself because it was so secluded. And, Mama warned me, there was danger in seclusion. Although I had given up the idea of Australia, or Wonderland, I still kept at my hole, partly because Bob was
  waiting for me to give up.


  Getting close? hed say, or, Through the earths crust yet?


  One very hot afternoon I was messing about with the hole, digging and scraping listlessly, just waiting for tea-time, when I got down to some damp gravelly sand. It was grey, not at all like
  seaside sand although it was pretty in a clean, glistening way and it was surprisingly easy to dig. It was fun to dig after the stiffness of the earth, and so I carried on a bit longer just to see
  what would come next. I was digging very close to the fence, and suddenly to my surprise the sand began slipping away. I could hear it falling. There was a brick missing, two bricks, three, in the
  wall that supported the garden, and the sand and the soil gave way and fell down onto the footpath, leaving a space big enough to drop through. It wasnt far to jump and I stood on the
  footpath for a moment, scared and thrilled, looking up at the high walls and fences on our side, and the low gates and ramshackle sheds on the other. A marmalade cat which had fled when I landed
  crept back and rubbed itself against my legs. Its fur was quite hot from the sun. I didnt stay long that first time. It was enough that I had done it  got somewhere. I stood alone
  where I was forbidden to be until the cat sauntered off, and then I scrambled back up through the gap. I was very dirty, for the earth was still loose, but I could see how I could widen it so that
  I could get in and out more easily.


  Im giving up my hole, I announced at tea time that day.


  Thank goodness for that, Mama said. And Bob merely smirked.
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