

  [image: cover]





  Joan Aiken 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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  Acclaim for Joan Aiken


  THE SILENCE OF HERONDALE


  A first thriller which has the unmistakeable whiff of success Telegraph


  Dont miss . . . guaranteed unputdownable Observer


  TROUBLE WITH PRODUCT X


  Witty and acute . . . a nice romantic thriller Punch


  Bubbling and engaging story Telegraph


  HATE BEGINS AT HOME


  Contemporary Gothic, executed with fine melodramatic conviction Financial Times


  Terrifyingly enclosed spine-chiller Sunday Telegraph


  An essay in sheer terror Birmingham Evening Mail


  THE RIBS OF DEATH


  Excellent characterisation, especially of the likeable heroine narrator Sunday Telegraph


  A fast, lively story that builds to a fiery denouement Daily Telegraph


  Unusual, enthralling, full of wry fun Sunday Times


  DIED ON A RAINY SUNDAY


  Joan Aiken has established herself as one of the leading purveyors of suspense Guardian


  


  Foreword


  Joan Aiken was a famous and prolific author of childrens novels and stories, from The Wolves of Willoughby Chase to A Necklace of Raindrops, but she was also an excellent writer for adults. Historical romance, horror stories and thrillers flowed from her prodigious pen, all tinted with the imaginative vitality that makes her fiction so unmistakable, interesting and delightful. 
 

The six novels that have been reissued in The Murder Room belong to what you could call the Domestic Gothic genre. The original Gothic heroine of eighteenth-century novels such as The Mysteries of Udolpho by Ann Radcliffe would be a virginal young lady who encounters the supernatural and violent emotions of terror, anguish and love. She takes herself very seriously, and is highly romantic, like Jane Austens impressionable Catherine Morland in Northanger Abbey, who is gently teased and corrected into a more rational frame of mind. 
 

Joan Aiken shared not only Jane Austens initials, but also her sense of humour, and loved Northanger Abbey so much that she gave it to the hero of one of her most captivating childrens books, Felix, in Go Saddle the Sea; he travels from Spain to England, encountering thoroughly Gothic adventures of his own all the way, before realising how funny it is.
 

Yet Aiken also happened to be the mistress of horror, and her ability to convey the feeling of being terrified out of your wits is something she is brilliant at in her own Gothic novels. Aikens heroines face being frozen alive, murdered by madmen, burned to death and even eaten by an escaped leopard. Yet they remain dauntless. They all earn their living  usually through writing  and are capable of driving and getting a boiler to function, and seem to be pretty good on the domestic front, too. Though not quite as bold or as rude as Aikens immortal Dido Twite (the heroine who takes over in eight of the eleven novels that follow The Wolves of Willoughby Chase), these young women are modern in their outlook and have a sense of their own capabilities. 
 

Its interesting to think that both Joan Aiken and Mary Stewart began writing their bestselling thrillers just before the feminist movement of the 1960s got going. Stewart was more conventional, more consciously literary and, above all, ladylike. Her heroines may be teachers, actresses or rich widows, but you know that her novels, like Madam, Will You Talk? or This Rough Magic, will end with the sound of wedding bells. They comfort and amuse, but do not challenge. 
 

Joan Aiken, on the other hand, is much more ambiguous. You cant predict what will happen. Some of her heroines decide on a whim to lose their virginity to a total stranger and enjoy it without a shred of guilt, although they are unlikely to find peace afterwards. Others have been damaged by bad luck or ill health, and may not be moving towards a happier union with a nice man. Far from a tingle of romance being instantly reciprocated, the frail heroine of The Fortune Hunters is told by the archaeologist who saves her that we hardly know each other. A married heroine, in Died on a Rainy Sunday, fights off a surprising and unwanted advance like encountering a wild animal in its burrow, and discovers some deeply unpleasant things about her own husband. You can be pretty sure that, in The Silence of Herondale, after the hero has rescued the heroine in deep snow, true love has been found, but the ending of The Ribs of Death is, as far as romance goes, pretty bleak. 
 

An Aiken heroine is observant, shrewd, often witty and always slightly out of place. Unlike the traditional Gothic heroine, she isnt an innocent  though she is usually vulnerable. Often she is watching the behaviour and actions of people much richer, more flamboyant and more famous than herself, and drawing her own shrewd conclusions about them. Shes naive, but no fool, and when the climax comes, fights back with unexpected courage and determination. She wont, in other words, be defined by love, but by her own choices and talents.
 

At the heart of Aikens stories there is often a question about creativity, expressed in poetry, music, painting or storytelling, and whether it makes someone more or less vulnerable in negotiating the world and its dangers.
 

Its not much of a stretch to see this as coming from Aikens own experience of life. An astoundingly productive author who wrote over a hundred books in a wide variety of genres, she finished her first novel at sixteen and was published at seventeen, with a story about a man who cooks his wifes head in a pressure cooker. She published her first collection of magical stories for children, All Youve Ever Wanted, in 1953 but did not begin writing for a living until her husband died in 1955, leaving her with two young children. To make ends meet she joined the magazine Argosy, and then the advertising agency J. Walter Thompson, writing jingles for Dairylea cheese by day and stories by night. The book that launched her into fame, The Wolves of Willoughby Chase, followed in 1963, and from then on she was unstoppable.
 

Yet as the daughter of the famous Conrad Aiken, Pulitzer Prize-winner and Poet Laureate of America, with an elder brother and sister who were both novelists, she knew more about the writers life than most. I dont aspire to be the second Shakespeare. I want to be the first Carreen Gilmartin, says the young playwright in The Silence of Herondale, and the bestselling Tuesday in The Ribs of Death is also not content to rest on mere precocity. Although Aiken published so much that she makes creative writing seem easy, Tuesday comes closest to what actual writing is like when she complains that if you think its not hard work scraping out your thoughts from inside you and putting them on paper, that just shows how crass you are.
 

If writing is hard work, so is finding the right person to love. Aikens Gothic novels put her heroines through a variety of ordeals, from escaping a killer wielding a pair of garden shears in Died on a Rainy Sunday to plodding through deep snow in The Silence of Herondale, but in the end she must both solve a crime and know her own heart. The right men prove themselves to be such largely by paying attention, and, in their unromantic way, being romantic heroes who are calm and kind rather than fabulously handsome, rich or glamorous. They are, effectively, the antidote to the Gothic hero, much as the sensible Henry Tilney is in Austens Northanger Abbey.
 

The landscape and weather through which Aikens heroines travel are always bound up with the plot. Fans of The Wolves of Willoughby Chase will recognise her fictional Yorkshire village of Herondale as the same remote place where Bonnie, Sylvia and Simon hole up after the cousins escape from the terrifying orphanage. More often, heroines go to Cornwall, where Aiken lived and often holidayed herself, and are exposed to its changeable weather and storm-lashed cliffs. The mood is always one of threat and gloom, even on the rare occasions when, as in the funniest of these novels, Trouble With Product X, the sun shines; ultimately, its the damp that does for everything, whether its a top-secret formula or a serial killer. 
 

This very British version of pathetic fallacy is one of the things that make Aiken such fun, as is the familiarity of the ordinary struggle to stay warm, dry and fed. The buildings her heroines run from are not the Castle of Otranto, but the cold and hostility render the damp country cottages and middle-class family homes nasty enough. Tim in Hate begins at Home (Dark Interval in the US) recognises almost too late that his own home has contributed to his wifes nervous breakdown, with its miasma of despair . . . behind the well-remembered smell of moulting dogs, dry rot, stagnant flower-water, decaying leather upholstery . . . How could Caroline ever have recovered in this house? 
 

The essential struggle of an Aiken heroine is always to hang onto her kindness and innate sense of who she really is. We follow her through thick and thin because the authors deceptively fluent, witty, atmospheric style tells us a good deal more about human nature than we expect, while never forgetting to give us a thoroughly entertaining story.
 

Amanda Craig 
 
London, February 2015
 
  


  Introduction


  As well as writing childrens books, beloved by generations and still avidly read today, Joan Aiken also quickly established herself in the 1960s as a witty author of
  adult suspense with the ability to keep readers of all ages on the edge of their seats. Too inventive to stick with a formula she nevertheless revelled in the atmosphere of Gothic parody and was
  often compared with Mary Stewart. In the tradition of Jane Austens Northanger Abbey Joan gave her long-suffering heroines a set of literary references to support them through their
  frightful ordeals, and usually a quirky sense of humour, making full use of her own extensive literary background.


  In true Gothic style these hapless heroines would become embroiled in a series of events not of their own making, and were usually possessed of many stalwart characteristics
   not least a literary education  if not always endowed with obvious physical charms. And they were, of course, always a version of Joan herself: small, slightly gap toothed, and red
  haired, extremely enterprising, physically intrepid and fearless to the end. She loved to share episodes from her own life, and those who knew her also became accustomed to the dubious pleasure of
  discovering (albeit disguised) episodes from their own lives in her books  although told with such warmth and humour that she was swiftly forgiven!


  What she could also guarantee were indefatigably sinister villains, mounting and finely controlled tension, complex plots, and hair-raising climaxes, often with an unusually
  high body count. As she confessed, I often have more characters than I know what to do with.


  Admired and enjoyed by many of her crime-writing contemporaries such as John Creasey, H.R.F. Keating, Francis Iles and Edmund Crispin, Joan Aikens adult novels of
  suspense have lost none of their charm, and their period settings are sure to appeal to a new generation of readers who grew up on her childrens books.


  


  Lizza Aiken, October 2014


  


  This book is in affectionate remembrance of my time at J. Walter Thompson. No real advertising agency, of course, in the least resembles Salmon & Bucknell; none could, and
  stay in business.
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TROUBLE WITH PRODUCT X

With a Foreword by Amanda Craig

‘Joan Aiken’s triumph with this genre
is that she does it so much
better than others’

Times Book Review
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