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  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


  It was still dark.


  Mrs Anderson reached for the lamp. Searching for the switch, her fumbling fingers met the tumbler of water on the bedside table and knocked it over. When she turned on the light, water was
  dripping on to her library book, the eiderdown, and the worn carpet. Stiffly, the old lady pushed herself round so that she sat on the side of the bed. Her feet groped their way into the slippers
  left nearby as she pulled the faded blue wool dressing-gown, which lay at the end of the bed, round her thin shoulders, sliding her arms into the sleeves. She struggled up, opened her bedroom door
  and shuffled along the passage to the bathroom.


  The figure descending the staircase from the top floor of the big old house froze when the shaft of light spread across the landing. He waited until he heard the plug pull and Mrs
  Andersons slow progress back to her room. As soon as her door closed he slipped quietly along the passage, down the main staircase and out through the dining-room window, the way he always
  came and went.


  Looking back at the house, he could see that Mrs Andersons light was still on. She often woke at night. Hed sometimes wondered how shed react if he suddenly appeared in her
  bedroom. Drop dead, maybe. He might try it, some night. He ran across the garden and along the drive to the gate, where his motor-bike was hidden in the bushes. Straddling it, he freewheeled down
  the hill towards the by-pass, starting the engine only when he reached the bottom: not that there was anyone to hear him  the old woman wouldnt and there were no other houses
  near.


  In her bedroom, Mrs Anderson put on the electric kettle she kept there, together with teabags and a cup and saucer; she took up a small jug of milk each night at bedtime. A cup of tea in the
  night was a comfort when she could not sleep. Tonight, she had brought a towel with her when she returned from the bathroom, and with it mopped up the various small swamps made by the spilled
  water. The polish on the bedside table had dulled from such constant accidents. While she drank her tea she settled down to read her library book, which was about Oliver Cromwell, a man she
  disliked. After a time she fell asleep, her glasses still on her nose and the bedside lamp burning, alone in the large house in its three acres of garden where she had lived for more than fifty
  years.


  The next day was Thursday, one of Mrs Andersons regular days for shopping in Framingham. Breakfast over, she put on her camel coat and a brown felt hat which she
  skewered to her thin hair with a long pin. She wrapped a scarf round her neck, zipped up her sheepskin boots and pulled on woollen gloves. Then she set off along the drive, through the gates which
  were left open for the milkman and the mail, and down Hatch Hill, trundling her wheeled shopping basket before her. Few cars passed her, for since the by-pass was built traffic on this road had
  dwindled.


  At the foot of the hill, Mrs Anderson crossed the road and walked along the footpath until she reached the subway under the by-pass. Its cement walls were marked here and there with
  graffiti, but not a lot, for the population of Framingham was not much given to vandalism or vulgarity. The subway floor was tiled, and became slippery in wet weather; Mrs Anderson was
  always glad to emerge into daylight at the end. She propelled her basket up the slope and along the road to the High Street, passing Blewetts Garage on the corner. For years she had driven
  into Framingham in a solid saloon car, changed every few years, bought from and serviced by first Geoff Blewett, and then his son Dave.


  She had not missed the car too much at first when she gave it up. The walk to the shops was only a mile, and three times a day the bus went past The Gables; but the by-pass changed all that,
  cutting the house off from the town, and the buses no longer went that way. With the closure of the old road, the distance on foot was almost doubled unless you took the path across the fields and
  through the churchyard. Allington, the nearest large town, was twelve miles from Framingham, and Mrs Anderson no longer went there; there was nothing to go for now, since the cinema seemed to deal
  only with sex and horror and most of the shops belonged to various chains.


  As she passed the garage, a short youth with long, straight, mouse-coloured hair was putting petrol in a yellow Chevette. Mrs Anderson walked on towards the butchers shop where she bought
  a chop, a small piece of brisket and half a pound of sausages. Then she turned into Fresh Foods which had once belonged to Mr Gibson; gone were the days when she telephoned her weekly order and it
  was delivered, and she still found the supermarket system trying. Mrs Anderson parked her wheeled basket by the door and took a wire trolley round the shelves; a basket soon grew heavy even with
  only a few items. She collected tea, various tins to maintain her stocks in case she could not get out to the shops, butter, a loaf. She chose the check-out manned by the plump, spotty girl who was
  always patient and helpful, and was just manoeuvring her wheeled basket away from the till to the door when a brisk, impatient woman pushed past her, nearly knocking her over and then letting the
  door swing back upon her.


  Another woman came up behind Mrs Anderson, caught the door and held it open for her, smiling, while Mrs Anderson trundled through.


  Oh  thank you, said Mrs Anderson, pushing her basket on to the pavement.


  The woman was plump, middle-aged, and wore a dark sheepskin coat. She had a rather florid face and smoothly waved greying hair.


  Can you manage? she inquired, and when Mrs Anderson nodded and thanked her again, gave her another smile and walked away, her own basket over her arm, her legs in patterned tights
  sturdy beneath a checked tweed skirt. She disappeared through a doorway further along the High Street, and passing later, on her way to the library, Mrs Anderson saw it was the office of the
  Womens Royal Voluntary Service.


  She had not finished Oliver Cromwell, but she had another book to return, and before she selected one from the shelves she sat down in a comfortable chair with a tweed-covered seat and pine
  arms; it was a low chair, and without the arms, rising from it would have been difficult. Mrs Anderson sat there for some time, turning the pages of Country Life and resting. An old man
  and another old woman sat there too, the woman reading the local paper and the man openly dozing. Mrs Anderson did not know them but she often saw them in the library, passing the time and resting,
  like herself.


  Later, as she walked back into the High Street and towards the turning to the subway, it began to rain. Kevin Timms, on his way to buy sandwiches from Takeaway Snax for his lunch, saw her turn
  the corner towards the underpass. In his mind he followed her home, as he had done that first time, up Hatch Hill and into the big house with its unused rooms where the furniture was shrouded in
  dustsheets and which he visited, at night, several times a week.


  By the time Mrs Anderson emerged from the subway it was raining hard. She put up the umbrella which she kept in her shopping basket and trudged along the path towards the foot
  of Hatch Hill. As she began the slow haul up to The Gables she concentrated on pulling her load behind her and keeping the worst of the rain off with the umbrella; there was no room in her mind for
  other thoughts and she did not notice the car that came up to her, slowing as it drew level. A voice called her several times but Mrs Anderson trudged on, and to win her attention the driver had to
  get out and hurry after her.


  Would you like a lift? Do let me take you home, said Muriel Dean, putting a hand on the old womans arm to halt her. Rain pattered down on her grey waves and her dark
  sheepskin coat as Mrs Anderson hesitated. Come along, urged Muriel. Let me take your shopping.


  Im only going to the top of the hill, said Mrs Anderson.


  Well, thats quite far enough in this downpour, said Muriel. She took the basket and opened the passenger door of the Maxi while Mrs Anderson lowered her umbrella and
  clambered awkwardly in.


  How very kind of you to stop, said Mrs Anderson as Muriel got in beside her. She peered at her benefactress, who had got quite wet in those few moments. I dont think
  weve met.


  We did this morning, said Muriel. In the supermarket. By now they had reached the top of the hill and she slowed up as she saw a gateway on the left. Is this
  where you live?


  Yes, said Mrs Anderson.


  Muriel hid her surprise. The house was, she knew, owned by an old woman who was allegedly somewhat of a recluse; she had not expected this small, bent old person, whom she had often seen in the
  town, to be its occupant. She turned in at the gate and drove up the rutted, long and twisting drive, looking curiously at the large house, built in red brick in Victorian gothic style, as she
  stopped by the front door. She insisted on taking Mrs Andersons shopping into the house for her. The old lady led the way round to the back door and Muriel watched as she took the key from
  under a stone near a water-butt. A long passage led from the back door into the house, and various doors opened off it; one, on the left, was the kitchen. It was large and warm, with an Aga stove
  and a big, scrubbed deal-topped table. There was a dresser against one wall, and in a corner, a leather armchair, rather worn and sagging.


  Let me make you a cup of tea while you take off your wet things, said Muriel, going at once to the stove and lifting the kettle. It was full and she put it on.


  Please dont trouble, Mrs Anderson said, standing small and rather defensive in front of her samaritan. Ive taken up enough of your time.


  Its no trouble, said Muriel. And Im not in a hurry.


  Mrs Anderson was tired and wanted to give way to her fatigue, but would not do so before a witness. The quickest way to regain her privacy would be, she saw, to submit, so she went from the room
  and along the hall to the cloakroom, where she hung up her coat and hat and took off her boots, putting on soft flat-heeled shoes. She put her umbrella up and left it to dry on the tile floor.
  While she was doing all this, Muriel had explored the larder on the pretext of searching for milk. The refrigerator was a very old one, all motor and with scant storage space, but the larder was
  cool, with a mesh window, and slate shelves on which were stacked tins of mince, stew, salmon, vegetables, and dried milk. There was enough food to last for several weeks. Muriel took a bottle of
  milk from the refrigerator and found tea in a tin on the kitchen dresser. There were cups and saucers in one of the cupboards, and the teapot was at the side of the stove where it would always be
  warm. When Mrs Anderson returned, the kettle was boiling.


  Well go into the sitting-room, said Mrs Anderson, her tone brusque because she saw two cups and saucers on the tray.


  You lead the way and Ill carry the tray, said Muriel, blithely unaware that she had outstayed her welcome.


  As she followed Mrs Anderson into the hall, Muriel saw at the far end of it the front door, with panels of coloured glass above and on either side. Other doors led off the hall, and there was a
  wide staircase which made two turns before reaching the first floor. The room Mrs Anderson took her into was small. There were two armchairs and a chesterfield, an oak gatelegged table, a desk, a
  mahogany bookcase, and a colour television. In the hearth stood a paraffin heater which the old lady lit with a match from a box on the mantelpiece. There were two bowls of hyacinth bulbs on the
  window sill, the shoots just turning green, and on every shelf or space were ranged framed photographs, at which Muriel glanced curiously as she set down the tray. She picked up the milk jug and
  poured from it.


  Sugar? she asked.


  Mrs Anderson felt like a guest in her own house.


  No, thank you, she said coldly.


  You live here alone? Muriel asked.


  Yes.


  Its a very big house. I wonder you havent thought of selling it.


  My family grew up here. Im keeping it for my son, said Mrs Anderson. She sipped her tea, was glad of its warmth, and added more kindly, Ive had offers for the
  house, but I wont sell.


  Your son? Muriel prompted.


  Hes in Australia, said Mrs Anderson.


  Muriel looked round at the ranks of photographs that stood on the mantelpiece, the bookcase, the top of the desk. Male faces stared back at her, small boys in shorts, and young men in
  uniform.


  Thats Billy, Mrs Anderson said. She indicated a photograph in a silver frame on the mantelpiece. It showed a young man with a smile, a lot of dark, curly hair, and a
  moustache. It was taken a long time ago. Hes been in Australia for twenty-six years.


  And the others? Muriel asked, now not just curious but genuinely interested.


  My other two sons were killed in the war, said Mrs Anderson. Harry and Jack. She pointed out their photographs, a dark young man in naval uniform and a fairer one
  with a pilots wings on his chest.


  Muriel asked no more questions. Shed learn the rest another day.


  Thank you for bringing me home and making the tea, said Mrs Anderson, summoning graciousness. It was most kind. She stood up and moved to the door.


  Muriel allowed herself to be dismissed.


  Ill pop in again when Im passing, she said, and misinterpreting Mrs Andersons instant protesting gesture, added, No, really, Id like
  to.


  Putting her chop in the oven later, Mrs Anderson knew that she would see the woman, who had said that her name was Muriel Dean, again, and sighed. She had so little spare energy for such
  encounters. But she had been glad of the ride up the hill.


  It was years since shed been in a car.


  Kevin Timms, out of work again and loitering about the streets of Framingham, had noticed Mrs Anderson among the passing populace. Lounging against a wall with his feet stuck
  out in front of him, he did not move when she approached, pushing her wheeled shopping basket in front of her. She had looked at him, eyes faded blue in a lined face that was pale under the brim of
  her felt hat, as if she expected him to move out of her way, and she waited until, unwillingly, he did so. Afterwards, angry, he had followed her along the road and into the subway under the
  by-pass. It would be easy in the subterranean gloom to snatch her purse. But as he padded up behind her on soft rubber soles, someone came the other way and he fell back, following her at a
  distance along the footpath beside the by-pass and then up Hatch Hill until she turned in at The Gables.


  Hed returned when it was dark, slipping up the drive to peer in at the one lighted window on the ground floor. Through a gap in the curtains hed made out a sitting-room  the
  edge of a chair, a rug on the floor. As he watched, a figure passed across the room: the old woman. There were no other movements, and after a while Kevin realized that she was alone in the house.
  He waited on, shivering with excitement, crouched among bushes that bordered the drive, until the light downstairs went off and, some minutes later, another came on upstairs. Then he prowled round
  the house, trying the doors, front and back, and one that led into a conservatory, but all were locked. The big sash windows, however, looked easy. Kevin drew out the knife he always carried and
  tried one of them at the front of the house. He eased the blade between the frames of the window and slid the catch aside without difficulty. In seconds he was inside the room. He fished in his
  pocket for a box of matches and by the light of one made out the dim shapes of furniture covered with dustsheets.


  He moved across and opened the door to the hall. A second match showed him more doors. As the matches burnt down, he put them out and replaced them carefully in the box; it was quite full, and
  he had another besides; Kevin always carried the means to fire. He opened a door at the end of the hall and found it led to the sitting-room he had observed from outside; there was the patterned
  rug. He went inside.


  The room was warm. Kevin saw a paraffin heater in the hearth and lit it, then sat in an armchair. For a moment he contemplated what would happen if he tipped the heater so that the fuel ran over
  the floor. It would flare up like a bonfire, the same as that other time. He played with the idea of starting a blaze, but then turned out the fire. That could wait. He went into the hall and
  continued to explore. In the kitchen he inspected the Aga cooker, lifting the heavy covers over the hot plates to see how it worked. He saw all the tins in the larder, and the small, old-fashioned
  refrigerator, and eventually he came to the cloakroom, which was large, with a row of hooks against one wall on which hung a camel coat, a navy raincoat, some hats, a tweed cap, and three shabby
  jackets. There were boots, suede zipped ones lined with sheepskin, several pairs of wellingtons in various sizes. Some of the things were mens but Kevin felt convinced that the old woman was
  alone in the house. The lavatory door opened off the cloakroom in a small room to itself. Kevin stared, amazed, at the solid mahogany seat. He lifted it and urinated luxuriously, making his
  steaming mark. But he didnt flush it; she might hear. He lowered the seat again. Shed not notice, by morning. Old people didnt; they were all half blind.


  Kevin was enjoying himself now. He went upstairs and tried the first door he came to. His flickering match showed him a bedroom with twin beds covered in checked dustsheets, and some heavy
  furniture. He tried all the doors on the landing and found five bedrooms, all empty and dustsheeted, and two bathrooms, a large one at the front of the house and a smaller one at the back. Both had
  baths that stood on legs on green linoleum.


  There was one door left at the end of the passage, near the smaller bathroom. That must be where she slept. No light showed beneath it. Kevin opened it quietly; there was no sound of breathing
  but he knew someone was there. Shed have money in the room, jewels, perhaps. But he didnt strike a match, not this time. Hed be coming again. He closed the door.


  A flight of stairs led from this landing to one above, and as he looked up a draught of cold air blew out Kevins match. Hed leave that, till hed got a torch.
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