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  ››› 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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  Chapter One




  When the scream of the police siren went past our house the time was about a quarter past eleven. I was in the kitchen, peeling potatoes. I was going to make a goulash for

  dinner in the evening and was doing some preparing in advance. As far as I thought of the siren at all, I thought that it was probably on an ambulance, wondered for a moment who up the road had

  become suddenly so ill as to need one so urgently, then put the potatoes in a saucepan, filled it with water and put it on one side of the stove. Then I got to work on peeling some onions.




  It was about half an hour later that I went into the sitting-room. Alec, my husband, was there, lying on a sofa with his feet up, reading The Times. He does not go to his office on a

  Saturday. He is a solicitor and is a partner in the firm of Hollybrook, Darby, Guest, whose offices are in the town of Gaysbrook, about ten miles from the village of Maddingleigh, where we had

  lived for the last fifteen years. Perhaps I should say that he is the Guest in the firm, and that both he and I are fifty-one, and that we got married when we were twenty-three and he had just been

  taken on as a very junior clerk in the firm.




  We lived in Gaysbrook in those days. My job as a librarian helped out, and we had a very pleasant flat, but when a number of years later he became a partner in the firm we bought the house in

  Maddingleigh on which we had had an eye for some time. It had just come on the market and as soon as we discovered this, we made an offer for it, bought it and moved in and had never regretted

  it.




  I had given up my job some time before and living in the country found that gardening more than filled my time. The house was of grey Cotswold stone, with a roof of old red tiles, and dated from

  the seventeenth century. But other owners before us had done what they could to increase its comfort. It had central heating, a modern kitchen with fridge and freezer, and two quite elegant

  bathrooms. Except for a certain amount of redecorating we had done very little to it ourselves and by degrees had acquired furniture that it seemed to us belonged there. We had bought a good deal

  of this from an antique dealer whose shop was in Gaysbrook, but who, like us, had a house in Maddingleigh. He was a near neighbour of ours, and we were engaged to visit him that morning for drinks

  at twelve o’clock. He was a very sociable man and I believe knew everybody in the village.




  As I came into the sitting-room another siren started screaming in the lane that went past our house. I went to the window and saw a white and blue car shoot past our gate.




  ‘Police,’ I said.




  Alec grunted.




  ‘What can have happened?’ I asked.




  ‘A murder, probably,’ came from behind The Times.




  ‘No, but really . . .?’




  The point was that our lane has very few houses along it. It winds through farmlands and orchards till it joins one of the main roads into Gaysbrook. There is a pub at the corner where it does

  this called the Green Man, a sophisticated place where you could have very good lunches and dinners and buy excellent takeaway meals, but there were not many places to which it seemed probable the

  police could be called so urgently.




  ‘Accident in the main road, I should say,’ Alec said.




  I agreed that that was likely, but I went on standing at the window, which was small, set deep in thick walls, half expecting to see a third police car, or perhaps an ambulance, go careering

  past. I was wondering where the cars had come from. We have a constable in Maddingleigh who has a car, but I found it hard to imagine him involved in such a chase. That was foolish of me. When duty

  called, he could no doubt drive with the best of them. It was just that I had never seen his car out on the road. It seemed always to be placidly parked in front of the cottage where he lived in

  the village.




  But though there were no more police cars or sirens just then there was something else that held my attention as I looked out of the window. A removal van was standing in front of the house

  opposite ours and two or three men were lounging near it, as if waiting to be told what to do. The house had been empty for some months, but, as I knew, had recently been sold. It was a bungalow

  and was the only modern building along the lane. At the time when it had been built, above five years ago, there had been protests by local people at such a thing being allowed, but an appeal by

  the ones who had bought the land on which it stood had been successful and the building had gone ahead.




  It was L-shaped, with a carport with room for two cars and was really not unattractive. It was white, with big windows, a roof of grey pantiles and a green front door. But the people who had

  built it had never really settled in there and about a year ago had put it on the market. The boom in house property was over and it had taken some time to sell, but as soon as this had been

  achieved they had departed for New Zealand. Seeing the van, I assumed our new neighbour would shortly be appearing, and lingered at the window for a few minutes to see, but nothing happened.




  It struck me as I stood there that it was time I put some weedkiller on the gravel in front of the house. It is a fair-sized expanse, with an oval rose-bed in the middle of it, and a low stone

  wall with a wide gate in it bordering the lane. I must buy the weedkiller, I thought, the next time I went into Gaysbrook. It was unlikely that the one store in the village would stock it, though

  it supplied almost everything that an ordinary household needed. Meanwhile, I thought, I might as well be getting on with preparing the bread and butter pudding that I intended for our evening

  meal, and I was turning away to go to the kitchen when a car, which I later discovered was a Mercedes, drew up behind the removal van.




  My curiosity aroused, I lingered at the window, and saw a woman get out of the car. I knew it would be a woman, because I had been told by her brother, Raymond Markham, who had lived in the

  village for some years, that his sister had bought the house, her divorce having at last been made absolute. It had been a divorce that had not been one of the amiable, good-mannered sort, in which

  both parties are relieved to be free and think kindly of one another, but bitter and destructive. I had been told a good deal about her by Raymond and his wife Marianne, but although she had

  occasionally visited them, I had never met her.




  ‘There’s our new neighbour arriving,’ I said. ‘If we weren’t going out ourselves, I’d ask her in for a drink.’




  ‘Hell!’ Alec exclaimed. ‘I’d forgotten we were going out.’




  ‘Well, you’d better wake up, because we’ll have to be setting off fairly soon,’ I said.




  ‘Have we really got to go?’ he asked. ‘Why can’t people leave us in peace?’




  ‘You know you want to go, so don’t be silly. Come and look at our neighbour.’




  He got up, but folded the newspaper carefully before he joined me, so carefully, indeed, as he always did when he had been reading it, that our neighbour had disappeared into her house before he

  joined me. But he had not missed much. All that I had seen of her as she went to her door was that she was tall and slim, with blonde hair to her shoulders, and was wearing slacks and a sweater and

  carrying a shoulder-bag. I had had hardly a glimpse of her face. Any way, at that distance, even if she had looked towards me, I should not have been able to distinguish much. I knew from her

  brother Raymond that she was twenty-nine and had a child, a girl, I believed.




  She was not to be seen when presently Alec and I set out for our friend’s house. The men whom I had seen waiting for her by the van were handling into the house a piece of furniture which

  I thought was part of a tallboy. It took us about ten minutes to reach our destination. Alec insisted on strolling very slowly, otherwise we could have reached it in half the time. He was in one of

  his anti-social moods, and his face, which is really very good-looking, had an absent, brooding expression. He is tall, wide-shouldered but bony, slightly stooping and with a casual, loose-limbed

  way of walking. What hair he has left is dark, but it has receded a long way from his forehead, which as a result looks very high and rather distinguished. He has arched dark eyebrows and dark eyes

  which, when he allows it, can be very expressive. His nose is long and thin and his cheeks hollow. He can look very severe, or almost boyishly cheerful and friendly.




  ‘I suppose you’ll be asking her in before long,’ he said as we passed the bungalow. ‘Why couldn’t the place just stay empty? It was very peaceful.’




  ‘You don’t think she’s actually going to wreck your peace, do you?’ I answered. ‘What are you afraid of? Rowdy parties? Unwelcome intrusion? If she turns on the

  radio too loud, we’re hardly likely to hear it at that distance, even if she leaves all her windows open. Anyway, you may find you like her very much when you get to know her.’




  ‘I’m afraid you’ll be asking her in at all hours, and I’ll have to stay up in the bedroom if I just want a little quiet.’




  ‘You really like quiet much less than I do. But actually I was thinking of asking her in for a cup of tea this afternoon. Moving into a new house is a messy and exhausting business. A cup

  of tea could be welcome.’




  ‘What do you actually know about her?’ he asked.




  ‘Only what Raymond and Marianne have told me. That her name’s Nina Elvin, but that she’s thinking of going back to her own name, which of course is Markham, that the husband

  she’s divorced is a journalist and was unfaithful and cruel, but that she’s got money of her own from a first marriage and is really very well-off and that she’s got one child. Is

  that enough to be going on with?’




  ‘What happened to the first husband?’




  ‘I’m not sure, but I think he died.’




  ‘She isn’t very likely to pick up a third in Maddingleigh. Very few people here are under sixty.’




  ‘There’s ourselves,’ I said. ‘We’re only fifty-one. And the Markhams are in their thirties.’




  ‘We’re the exceptions.’




  ‘Actually, there are probably plenty of young people here, only we just don’t mix with them. But it may really explain why she’s come here. She may have had enough of

  marriage.’




  Alec gave a sudden laugh and put an arm round my shoulders.




  ‘I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s got into me. Let’s ask her in for tea.’




  We walked a little faster after that.




  The friend whom we were going to visit, Victor Ordway, lived about halfway between our house and the Green Man, in a house that was even older than ours. It was thatched, with plenty of dark

  beams showing in its white walls and small, square windows with diamond panes. It had once been a farmhouse and had several old barns alongside it which had been turned into garages and workshops,

  where Vic, as we called him, did a good deal of the repair work on things that later appeared in his shop in Gaysbrook. The house had no front garden but a door that opened straight on to the road.

  It stood open at the moment, for Vic had visitors. Two police cars stood nose to tail in front of the house.




  It made us hesitate. If Vic was having trouble with the police our visit might be a nuisance. On the other hand, it might be helpful.




  ‘Come on,’ Alec said. ‘He could have phoned us if he didn’t want us to come.’




  We skirted the cars, reached the open door and Alec gave it a resounding knock with the old black knocker.




  It was answered at once by Tom Forster, the constable who lived in the village. He was a big, burly man with a large round face and bristling yellow hair. It looked as if he was quite glad to

  see us. He said good morning, then added, ‘A bad business this.’




  ‘What’s happened?’ Alec asked.




  ‘Burglary,’ Tom Forster answered. ‘Valuable clock’s been stolen.’




  ‘A valuable clock!’ I exclaimed. ‘Not the Tompion!’




  ‘Yes, the Tompion!’ Vic cried out, emerging from behind Tom. ‘Gone! Clean gone!’




  He was a small man of about fifty-five, very lightly built, with wide shoulders and long arms which gave him a little the look of an oversized monkey. There was a touch of the monkey too about

  his face, with its flat nose, wide mouth and wide grey-green eyes. His hair was light brown and stood straight up from his low forehead and generally had the look of needing cutting, not because he

  intended to wear it long as was fashionable, but simply because he could not be bothered to go to the barber. He was wearing brown corduroy trousers, an orange pullover, brightly patterned socks

  and sandals. He looked excited and distraught and eager to pour his heart out.




  ‘Come in! Come in!’ he cried. ‘I’m glad you came. When I telephoned—but I didn’t, did I?—I was going to telephone you to put you off, but I forgot, and

  now I’m glad I did. It’s good to see you. Yes, the Tompion’s gone.’




  Tom Forster had moved away from the doorway and we had stepped into the passage that ran from the front to the back of the house and the first thing that struck me as we did so was the empty

  space facing us where the valuable old clock had stood. I knew nothing about clocks, but Vic had always been ready to talk about it, so I knew that it had been made in the seventeenth century and

  that it was a mistake to call it a grandfather clock. It was a longcase clock. I believed that Vic had inherited it from his father, who had been a collector of clocks and from whom Vic presumably

  had also inherited his passion for antiques. Most of his collection had vanished bit by bit in the shop in Gaysbrook, but he had always treasured the Tompion and kept it in his home.




  ‘Come in and meet Inspector Frayne,’ he said, shepherding us into his sitting-room, where we found a man sitting at a table with one hand just reaching out for the telephone. There

  was another man in the room, standing by the window. Both were in uniform. The inspector abandoned the telephone as we came into the room and stood up and Vic introduced us.




  ‘My friends, Mr and Mrs Guest—Inspector Frayne from Gaysbrook. Perhaps I should have told you I was expecting them for drinks, Inspector, but I clean forgot they were

  coming.’




  As Alec had forgotten that we were supposed to come, it looked as if it had been very much a matter of chance that we had actually met that morning.




  The inspector said, ‘Good morning. I wonder if it’s just possible you can help me.’




  He was a tall, well-made man of about forty, with a long face with strong, rather heavy features and very bright blue eyes. The other man in the room was much younger, probably not more than

  thirty, and I thought he was a sergeant.




  ‘I’d be glad to help,’ Alec said, ‘but I don’t even know what’s happened, except that I gather the Tompion’s been stolen. I’m sorry, Vic. I know

  how you treasured it.’




  ‘It’s abominable!’ Vic exclaimed. ‘Atrocious! And d’you realize that whoever took it must be someone who’s come into the house as a friend, because it

  isn’t every Tom, Dick and Harry, I mean the plumber, or the decorator or the window-cleaner, who’d know the value of the thing. And it’s someone who knew I was going to be in

  London for the last couple of days.’




  ‘That’s going a bit fast, Mr Ordway,’ the inspector said. ‘Your Tom, Dick or Harry may not have known much about clocks himself, but he may have talked casually to

  someone who did, who managed to deduce what you’d got here, and perhaps even came and took a look at it when you were out. On the other hand, of course, you may be right and we’ll be

  looking into that very carefully. And we’ll look into this question of who knew you were going to London, but I’m afraid more people than you’d think of may have done so. Anyone

  going into your shop, for instance, and happening to ask your assistant where you were.’




  ‘Now don’t get suspicious of Giles!’ Vic said fiercely. ‘He’s worked for me for four years and he’s as honest as the day.’




  ‘No doubt, no doubt,’ the inspector said, ‘but he could have given the information quite innocently.’




  ‘Only to someone who knew me. He wouldn’t have given the information to all and sundry.’




  ‘When did this thing happen?’ Alec asked. ‘Last night, was it?’




  ‘Ah, I was just going to ask you if you could tell us anything about that,’ the inspector said. ‘Did you happen to notice anything unusual—any stranger, perhaps, or a van

  that didn’t seem to you to belong here—at any time last night?’




  Alec shook his head.




  Inspector Frayne turned to me. ‘Mrs Guest?’




  ‘The only thing that’s struck me as strange since yesterday,’ I said, ‘were the sirens of your cars. This isn’t a busy road. It isn’t full of traffic that

  might hold you up.’




  ‘True,’ he said, ‘but there was a big removal van a little way down it, half blocking it, with several men standing around, and it was simply a warning to them that made us use

  the sirens.’




  ‘A removal van,’ Vic said with interest. ‘Then Mrs Elvin’s moving in?’




  ‘It looks like it,’ I said.




  ‘Have you met her?’




  But the inspector seemed to feel that this was straying off the important matter under discussion.




  ‘We’ll be looking for fingerprints, of course,’ he said, ‘but I don’t expect we’ll find anything. This has the look of a professional job. They won’t

  have been careless.’




  ‘Oh, it was professional all right,’ Vic agreed. ‘When you’re moving a Tompion you don’t just pick it up and carry it along. It has to be taken to some extent to

  pieces. Whoever masterminded this affair last night, there was someone there who knew plenty about clocks.’




  ‘But you’ve no suspicion who that might have been?’




  ‘None at all.’




  ‘You’re sure it happened last night, are you?’ Alec said.




  ‘Well, according to Mr Ordway, he was away for two nights,’ the inspector said, ‘so the house was empty since Thursday, but there’s one piece of evidence that suggests

  the theft happened last night. It rained in the night for the first time since last weekend and there are muddy tyre-marks in one of the garages, the sort of tyre-marks that a van would make. By

  itself that may not mean much, but it’s suggestive.’




  ‘I think it’s more than suggestive, it’s conclusive,’ Vic said. ‘Now, if your fingerprint gang are going to be arriving soon, d’you want us around? I was

  thinking that if you didn’t actually need us, we might go up to the Green Man for the drinks for which I invited my friends. It seems to me we’ll only be in your way if we stay here and

  you’ll know where to find us if you need us.’




  The inspector seemed to think it would be quite a good thing if we were not under his feet when the fingerprint people arrived. The house was a small one and it would be very difficult for us to

  keep out of their way. So he indicated that we were welcome to go to the Green Man and we stepped out into the road and set off towards it.




    The Green Man is a square, redbrick Victorian building which stands at the corner where our lane joins the main road to Gaysbrook. It was only a few minutes from Vic’s

  house. I should perhaps have mentioned that Vic was unmarried and lived alone. One of the village women came in twice a week to clean the house, but he cooked for himself when he did not eat in

  Gaysbrook, coped with his dishwasher and did his own shopping. I had heard that he had been married for a time when he was young, but he never talked about it. Whether divorce or death had put an

  end to it I did not know, or indeed for certain whether or not it had ever really happened. He was the kind of man who it seems only natural should live alone, not in the least because he was an

  isolated sort of person but rather the reverse, too involved with too many people to be able to make a choice, or to give his heart to any single person.




  We did not talk much as we walked towards the Green Man, except that he told us that he had gone to London to attend a sale at which he had been fortunate enough to buy some Georgian silver.




  ‘They sent me a catalogue and there was something that I especially wanted,’ he said. ‘A George I lemon-strainer, a lovely thing. But I didn’t get it. The price went too

  high for me. But I got a George III swing-basket, silver, you know, with open-work sides and a blue glass lining. I thought I was really in luck, getting it, but now it simply doesn’t seem to

  matter. I grew up with that old Tompion. Next to certain human beings there’s nothing I’ve ever cared for so much.’




  ‘It was insured, I assume,’ Alec said as we pushed open the door of the lounge bar of the Green Man and went up to the bar to order our drinks.




  ‘Thank the Lord, yes!’ Vic said. ‘I’ve told myself over and over again that I couldn’t afford the premiums, but I always kept them going. I don’t insure the

  stuff in the shop. I couldn’t afford it and I don’t think there’s too much risk. But we’re pretty isolated out here and as we’ve just found out, thefts are only too

  easy. But I meant what I said to that policeman, you know, whoever took that clock knew all about it and a good deal about me.’




  He bought a sherry for me, a whisky and water for Alec and beer for himself. Then he suggested that we might have sandwiches, as for him at least lunch at home, if not quite impossible to

  prepare in the midst of all the policemen, was not an attractive prospect.




  ‘But I suppose I’d better not be away too long,’ he said as we went towards a table in a bay window with our drinks and sandwiches. ‘I’d like to keep away for the

  rest of the day, but it wouldn’t be judicious.’




  The bar was long and narrow, with panelled walls and chequered linoleum on the floor. There were not many people there, but one of them, an electrician who on several occasions had done work for

  us, knew Vic and accosted him.




  ‘You in any trouble, Mr Ordway?’ he said as we were passing the table where he sat with his wife. ‘I see you got the police in.’




  ‘Only a burglary,’ Vic answered. ‘No dead bodies around.’




  ‘That’s something,’ the man said. ‘But did they get away with anything valuable?’




  ‘Just a clock,’ Vic said. ‘A rather rare old clock.’




  ‘Rare, was it? That’s bad. I’m sorry. But it could have been worse, couldn’t it? But I’m really sorry, Mr Ordway.’




  ‘Thanks, Ben,’ Vic said. ‘But there’s always a chance we’ll get it back.’




  ‘That’s right. That’s the way to think of it. Remember how Pat Channing got his car stolen and got it back in a couple of days.’




  Pat Channing was the owner of the village store.




  As we sat down at our table Alec said, ‘Is there a chance you might get it back, Vic?’




  ‘Not a hope in hell, I should say,’ Vic answered. ‘It isn’t as if it’ll ever appear on the open market. It was stolen by someone who wanted just that particular

  clock and has a home waiting for it, or if he didn’t do the job himself, then by someone who knew he had a customer ready to buy it.’




  ‘What’s its value, approximately?’ Alec asked.




  ‘About eighty thousand, I should say.’




  Alec gave a little whistle.




  Vic added, ‘It’s really something very special, you know, even among Tompions.’




  ‘Then it’s lucky you kept up with the premiums.’




  ‘Oh yes, and I may even be glad of it all in the end. Things haven’t been going too well with me recently. I’ve occasionally even thought of selling the clock, but I

  couldn’t bring myself to think about it seriously.’




  For all the time that we had known Vic, which was for a number of years, things, according to him, had not been going well for him. Yet the shop in Gaysbrook always had an opulent air and

  allowing for the fact that he looked after it himself, except for the help of his friend Giles, he seemed in a quiet way to live luxuriously, so we had never taken him seriously.




  He struck the table now with a clenched fist. ‘The fact is, I’m so angry, I can hardly talk about it! If I ever find out who did it—’ He broke off with a startled look on

  his face.




  A young man had just come into the bar and was buying a whisky for himself. He looked about thirty, and was tall and very thin, with narrow shoulders and narrow hips so that he made me think

  absurdly for a moment of an exclamation mark. His head was small, on a long neck, with plentiful dark brown hair which he wore rather long, not out of casualness as Vic wore his, but because that

  was how he liked it. His face was long and narrow with a sharply pointed nose and close-set brown eyes. He was wearing jeans and a loose black and white sweater.




  Seeing Vic, he made a little gesture of greeting to him with one hand, then went and sat down by himself on a bench in a corner of the bar.




  Vic called out to him, ‘Come on, you may as well join us.’ It did not sound very inviting and Vic’s forehead had creased into an unfriendly frown. As the young man got up from

  his bench and came towards us, he added, ‘What are you doing here? I shouldn’t have thought this was the place for you.’




  ‘There are still a few things to settle,’ the stranger said. ‘Easiest to do on the spot.’




  Vic turned to Alec and me.




  ‘Let me introduce Nigel Elvin, ex-husband of your new neighbour. Nigel, these are my friends Veronica and Alec Guest. They occupy the house just opposite the bungalow that your wife has

  bought. I’ve been told she’s moving in today. Have you and she decided to do things in a friendly way after all?’




  Nigel Elvin sat down at our table.




  ‘She’s got some things of mine,’ he said. ‘They’ve been in store ever since we gave up our flat. Books, mainly. She could have sent them to me, but she

  doesn’t answer my letters when I write to her. So the easiest thing seemed to be to come and get them. I heard from Raymond that she was moving into her new place today. Raymond’s been

  useful. We never liked each other much, but he’s got sense enough to want to tidy things up decently.’




  It surprised me that this long, thin man with his long, thin face and sharply pointed features was curiously good-looking. At least he was distinctive. But he was looking at Vic with a strange

  watchfulness, as if he was wondering what Vic was likely to do next, which was puzzling. He took no notice at all of Alec or me.




  He went on inevitably, ‘The police seem interested in a house down the road. D’you know anything about it?’




  ‘As it’s my house, I do,’ Vic said, and went on to tell Nigel Elvin of the theft of the Tompion.




  ‘Bad show,’ he said, still with his intent gaze on Vic’s face. ‘You were away in London, you say?’




  ‘Yes, I went up for a couple of nights,’ Vic answered. ‘I went to a couple of sales, had dinner last night with some friends, then came down here this morning. I arrived about

  half past ten. First thing I saw on getting in, naturally, was that the Tompion was missing. I phoned the police and they came fairly quickly. But I’m only just beginning to get used to the

  fact that the old thing’s gone. I loved that clock. It meant more to me than all my other possessions put together.’




  ‘Where d’you stay when you go up to London like that?’ Nigel Elvin asked. ‘Is there any special place you go to?’




  It seemed to me a remarkably irrelevant question, but Elvin went on, ‘I’m still looking for somewhere to stay. Since I left the flat I’ve moved about a dozen times. I’m

  in Highgate at the moment. Not that I suppose you can tell me anything useful.’




  ‘Why don’t you get yourself another flat?’ Vic answered. ‘It’s what you’ll have to do in the end.’




  ‘I’ve got a flat,’ Elvin said, ‘only no furniture except what I’ve borrowed. And I’ve not all that much money. But where did you stay?’
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