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  Margaret Yorke 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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  PART ONE


  Friday


  I


  RAIN HAD fallen during the night and through the morning, but now it had stopped, and the sinking sun shone fitfully from the still clouded sky upon the
  peaceful village of Bramsbourne. The air smelled damp and fresh, and in cottage gardens people looked anxiously at their roses and gladioli, hoping to find them unharmed by the weather and ready to
  be worthy challengers at the Flower Show on Monday. Housewives brooded over their pet recipes for cakes, or proudly chose the bottles of fruit and jars of jam on whose merits they hoped to soar to
  glory; husbands relaxed in their shirt sleeves, savouring the prospect of the long holiday week-end, or slipped quietly down to the Rose and Crown for a pint and a chat; children slept, and dreamed
  of candy floss and roundabouts.


  At the Vicarage, the Reverend Richard Dell, D.S.C., was finishing his sermon in readiness for Sunday morning, so that he would be free tomorrow to devote himself to preparations for the Flower
  Show which was Bramsbournes big moment of the year. The exhibits were displayed and judged in a large marquee in the Big Meadow; sports were held for the children, and a travelling
  merry-go-round spun them about till they and their money were exhausted.


  Richard sought, with illustrations from the marriage feast at Cana, to point the virtues of such innocent pleasure. Presently, satisfied, he laid down his pen and put the page of notes into a
  drawer of the wide flat desk where he sat. The evening was warm, and scents from the orderly garden beyond the open french windows wafted gently into the room. He picked up the pipe which lay
  forgotten beside him and re-lit it; then, puffing contentedly, he got up and went out of his study into the garden, moving a little stiffly for a man who was not yet forty.


  The lawn was neatly mown, and flowers glowed in the bright borders. He limped slowly round, wondering how many would be left after his housekeeper had cut enough for her entries, and deciding
  which beans and cabbages he could fairly exhibit on his own account without disgracing his reputation and yet without fear of depriving a deserving parishioner of a prize. After three years he
  still felt guilty at living so peacefully in this quiet country parish. During the war he had been a chaplain at sea, and after that he had a parish in a busy dockland area, but reluctantly he had
  been compelled to admit the limitations of his non-existent left leg and seek a living which would make fewer physical demands upon him. Four days in an open boat with his shattered leg crudely
  bandaged by his companions had not helped the broken muscles and nerves that remained, and he still felt frequent pain, but away from the damp and foggy dockland with its tenement dwellings and
  steep stairways it ached less; and the pure country air combined with the good cooking of Mrs. Maggs his housekeeper, who had once been his nanny, had helped him to regain a good measure of general
  health. He was popular in the parish, where the villagers, at first necessarily suspicious of anyone new, now flocked to church in ever-increasing numbers. Richard spoke to them as he had to his
  seamen, briefly, in a language they understood, neither beating about his point for twenty minutes nor losing himself in abstruse and scholarly argument. Also the village admired a man who was such
  a good fast bowler, even with one leg not his own.


  Human, e is, parson, they nodded in the Rose and Crown.


  A practical Christian, approved the larger houses, hearing how when an emergency had sent the mother of five children into hospital, he had immediately with his own hands finished
  preparing the meal she had been cooking when she had tipped boiling fat over her leg, fed the children, and then found homes for them with neighbours until their mother had recovered, himself
  having the father and the youngest child at the Vicarage.


  Hell get them all taking advantage of him, said the cynical, wagging their heads.


  Richard knew nothing of these discussions, and if he had would have taken no notice. He merely did what he felt was his duty.


  Now he looked doubtfully at the sky, and wondered if a small prayer for a fine week-end would be presumptuous. The weather could make or mar the whole Bank Holiday, and particularly the success
  of the Flower Show. It was always held at this time, although every year hopeful spirits, mostly growers of roses or chrysanthemums, sought to have it advanced or retarded to favour their
  specialities. Every year since Richard had been Vicar of Bramsbourne rain had interrupted the sports and sent everyone scurrying and jostling into the marquee for shelter.


  Dusk was falling now, and coming towards the house again Richard saw the light burning in the kitchen. He went in by the back door, and beheld his housekeeper Mrs. Maggs busily stirring a large
  bowl.


  What are you up to now, Maggie dear? he asked, taking his pipe from his mouth. Its past your bedtime.


  The old woman smiled at him, feeling again the sadness she always experienced when she saw him unconsciously shift his weight on to his good leg, and stand a little lopsidedly to speak to
  her.


  Im just running up a nice sponge for Mrs. Trent, she told him. Shes got the house full this week-end and it will be a help to her with the children coming.
  Shes shorthanded with that Marlene away again.


  Oh, dear, not again? sighed Richard. The last ones only about six months old, isnt it?


  Nearly ten, dear, and the new ones due in three weeks, said Mrs. Maggs disapprovingly. That makes four, and all under five, with a different father for each of them,
  I shouldnt wonder. I dont know why Mrs. Trent has her back between times, I really dont.


  Oh, well, shes a pleasant, kind-hearted girl, you know, Maggie, said Richard with a smile. Too kind-hearted, perhaps; she hasnt learned how to say
  no. Mrs. Trent says she works very hard.


  Well, youll have to talk to her again after this, Master Dick, said Mrs. Maggs, pouring her bubbly primrose mixture into two round tins. Its your job to make
  her see the Error of her Ways, she pronounced, and closed the oven door firmly upon her masterpiece. Anyway, I have hopes of arranging something for Mrs. Trent. Ive heard that
  Mrs. Meaker is thinking of taking a job. She was a cook before she married, and now her boys away in the Army she wants something to do. So Ill just mention it to Mrs. Trent when I
  slip up with the cake in the morning.


  Oh, do that, Maggie, Richard agreed. It would be a good idea. And it is kind of you to make the cake for them, I know theyll be grateful.


  Poor Mrs. Trent, she has enough to worry about and shes looking very tired, said Mrs. Maggs. Now not a word about Mrs. Meaker till Ive arranged it,
  mind.


  Richard laughed. Not a word, he promised, and left the kitchen, thinking as he often did that Mrs. Maggs accomplished more than he in oiling the machinery of village life.


  A tantalising smell began to come wisping from the oven as Mrs. Maggs piled her bowls and spoon into the sink. She would never grow used to seeing Richard drag that leg along; to her he was
  still the child she had watched grow from a tiny, dark, often angry baby into a merry little boy with thick brown hair falling into his eyes, and it was difficult to realise he was a grown man.
  With possessive pride she knew he needed her still, yet she could not last for ever, she was seventy-two, and lately she had become aware of a queer dragging pain in her side that seemed to grow
  more persistent. It was a pity he hadnt found some nice girl to marry him; still, girls didnt much fancy the life of a parsons wife these days, they were too keen on having a
  gay time. Someone like Elizabeth Trent would suit him nicely; she was quiet and not too young. Mrs. Maggs sighed; what a tragic business that was. Well, it was no use brooding over it. She turned
  on the hot tap and switched her thoughts firmly towards washing-up.


  II


  At the Priory, half a mile from the Vicarage, Mrs. Trent was making a final tour of the house to be sure that everything was ready for the arrival of her family tomorrow. She
  was a slender, faded woman in late middle age; her face still showed the beauty of its delicate bone structure, although the soft skin was marred by worried lines about the eyes. She sighed now and
  then as she moved through the gracious old house, wishing that the happy fact of having ones family around one did not involve quite so much work, and wishing too that she might feel a
  little less tired and so better able to cope with the demands of the busy week-end.


  In the larder a bowl of ready peeled potatoes represented Marlenes last act before her temporary retirement. I shouldnt let her come back, really, I suppose, thought Mrs. Trent
  ruefully, but shes such a kind creature in spite of her failings, and anyway theres no one else. Mrs. Green cant manage everything alone, and I certainly cant either. Oh
  dear, what a lot there will be to do this week-end, and the Flower Show as well. Of course the girls will help, but Susan has the children to see to, and Nicholas is still quite a baby. Elizabeth
  was sure to prove a tower of strength, as always, yet she should relax as much as possible since she so seldom left London. It was good that she was coming; Mrs. Trent felt a little rush of warmth
  run through her at the prospect.


  She went through the hall and walked slowly up the wide staircase, pausing on the landing to look out of the window. In the distance the evening light slanted across the hill, patched with
  fields of meadowland and corn, that lay beyond the garden. A cluster of willows bending over the brook marked the southern boundary of the Priory grounds, and on its farther side only a few lonely
  cottages and clumps of elms broke up the orderly pattern of the fields. The house was a little detached from the village which straggled away to the north.


  Soon it would be dusk: Mrs. Trent went on upstairs and into the large spare bedroom where Susan and her husband Hugh would be sleeping tomorrow. It was austerely tidy, the neat twin beds
  impersonal beneath their smooth spreads, the dressing-table gleaming mahogany, devoid of brush or comb. All would be changed in a twinkling when Susan had flung down her possessions, spilled
  powder, and left her shoes in different corners of the room, thought her mother with an indulgent smile. She was not much tidier than she had been as a schoolgirl, in spite of being married to a
  very methodical, slightly pompous husband. She was gay and plump; her children were round and rosy; Hugh was adequately prosperous; she was healthy and happy and had seldom in her life caused her
  parents a moments anxiety.


  The children would share the former night nursery. The cot for Nicholas waited now in one corner, and Susans old, cream-painted bed was ready for her daughter. It will be lovely to see
  the darling children again, thought Mrs. Trent. They cheer us even while they exhaust us; they distract our thoughts from the unalterable past and remind us of the future. For the next three days
  their pounding footsteps, so far removed in fact from the tiny patterings of the poet, and their clear young voices, would fill the house, blotting out with noise and laughter the unhappiness that
  was so hard to bury when it was empty.


  Mrs. Trent left the night nursery and went on down the landing past her own and her husbands bedroom to the last door at the end of the passage. It opened into a small, bright room
  overlooking the garden, the brook and the hill. It had been freshly painted and there were new curtains and a bedspread of yellow chintz patterned with roses. This was Elizabeths room. I do
  hope she will like it, thought Mrs. Trent, moving the bowl of flowers on the dressing-table into a better position. London is so tiring in the heat of summer, filled with noise and bustle, dust
  everywhere; perhaps now that her room had been made so pleasant Elizabeth would come home more often. She took a last lingering look round before she closed the door and went downstairs to the
  drawing-room. It was getting dark now, and the long windows looked out on to a garden full of mysterious shadows. Under a tall standard lamp Brigadier Trent sat reading The Times. He
  lowered the paper and looked over the top of his spectacles above it as his wife entered the room.


  Everything is ready, she said, Isnt it nice to think that this time tomorrow the house will be full?


  Her husband grunted. I rather wish they werent all coming. It makes a lot of work for you, and theres quite enough already with the Flower Show, he said.


  Nonsense, dear, its lovely to see them and it does the children so much good to get into the real country, and play, in a big garden. Whatever her secret thoughts, Mrs.
  Trent was shocked to hear her family described aloud as a nuisance. Besides, they all help, so it doesnt make much work, she added.


  She did not sit down, but moved restlessly about the room, altering the position of ashtrays and ornaments, and looking critically in the half light at her flower arrangements, done today for
  tomorrow there would be no time, and from flowers picked with care to leave the best for the Show. On the bookcase stood a row of photographs; Susan, taken at the time of her engagement, was
  plumper now, but otherwise little changed in the nine years that had passed since then; her daughter Julia, prim with pigtails, and Nicholas, strangely tidy in his buster suit, flanked their
  mother; while a somewhat self-conscious image of Hugh, neatly moustached and with his arms folded, stood a little apart from the rest of his family.


  Mrs. Trent looked at them all and then she picked up Elizabeths photograph from the walnut desk where it stood alone.


  I must get the girls to go and be photographed again, she said, looking at the serene young face with its clear, untroubled expression. These are so out of date. She
  carried it to the window and stood looking thoughtfully at it in the dim light.


  I dont know why you bother, said the Brigadier. They still look exactly the same, and even if you do have new ones done youll never bring yourself to put those
  away.


  Oh, they have changed, George, protested Mrs. Trent. Not Susan so much, though shes fatter, but Elizabeth is beautiful now, far lovelier than when she was a
  girl.


  Hm, well, I think those are perfectly all right, said her husband. I shouldnt waste your money. In any case by the time Julia and Nick are a few years older there
  wont be room for any more. He spoke truly, for small laughing snapshots in neat little frames stood in every vacant corner, because their grandmother could not bear to hide away such
  enchanting reminders of the children. Slowly she moved back to her desk to replace the photograph she held, and sighed, remembering the other face which must no longer be exposed to public view,
  and which sometimes she took from its hiding place to look upon in secret.
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