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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 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




  June 2.




  I am being followed. I do not know by whom or what.




  It cannot be nothing. I cannot convince myself that it is imagination. I look back. Never in my life have I suffered from paranoia or a persecution complex or whatever name a psychiatrist would

  give to this delusion. Meg registers that I am not ill, and she is not afraid. That means nothing. She is by nature fearless. She would stand on her hind legs and chatter at a lion, and the lion, I

  think, would find business elsewhere.




  It is not a delusion. Could a delusion make me run, run with a few necessaries from a house I love and trust, leaving behind a feebly lying note? Behind every door it was waiting for me. What

  was waiting for me? Nothing! But no house is safe. Houses have walls; one cannot see what is in the next room. That is why I have taken to the open. I can see around me.




  Then why am I not more afraid at night? I am not. Day and night I am steadily afraid. I do not know any malaise in my life with which I can compare this incubus. Indigestion perhaps, with its

  continual weight of which one is conscious. But that is merely discomfort. The weight of fear is different.




  Fear of what? Not of death. The fear of death is healthy, natural, easily to be overcome by faith or courage or loyalty. An animal, I presume, has no conception of death. When threatened it

  runs. The genes, passionate for survival, make it run. That is what I am like: a doomed animal running. Being a man, I want to know why. Yet all I can tell is that the threat is to my mind, my very

  conscious self, not or not directly to my body. But obviously if this goes on much longer the destruction of the personality must lead to destruction of the body in the end.




  That is why I am writing: to save what can be saved. The analysis forced by written words should be as effective as answering the questions of a psychiatrist. One is compelled to make sense of

  the unintelligible, if only to oneself. Already I see that I cannot be other than sane. Only a sane man would stop at a village shop and buy a notebook in which to record his insanity.




  I am thirty miles from home on the Purbeck Hills. I am one with my land. Under my body is short grass and thyme, and beneath me is an ancestor—for I am resting on a tumulus of the

  dead—who loved as I do. I am alone with the wind and yet within sight, as in a dreamed landscape, are all the activities of man. To the north-east is Poole Harbour, a setting of deep browns

  and greens for the uncut diamond of the water flecked with white sails of yachts. To the west is mile after mile of farmland and village; and beyond, cut off from sight by the waves of downland,

  are the valleys of grey and emerald, fine timber and churches and water meadows, which I cannot see but know are there, like the smile behind the eyes of a beloved woman. To the south is the sea,

  the emptiness of the sea from the Needles to Portland Bill, the blue, happy surface where there is no mystery and beneath it only peace.




  I don’t like this place. I have been followed here.




   




  All right, all right! So you were followed. What by? The singing of the larks? Now are you more satisfied, tucked away in the cover of this hanger beneath the northern slopes

  after running again for your life, this time emptying bowels and bladder and quite unaware of it till you crouched down? It’s going to take time to find you, isn’t it? You bloody fool,

  do you think you are a rabbit? And didn’t you write, when you were up there in the open, that the fear was not of death?




  Agoraphobia. Only at ease in a closed place or with a companion. Well, I refuse any companion except Meg. The unknown would not go away. I know that. The last time I called on Rita—hope of

  comfort?—I was continually looking over my shoulder and I thanked heaven that she was a woman and went first through doors. No, no companion for me in my present state! I am unfit for a

  companion, so it is not agoraphobia but some other form of mild insanity.




  To be attacked through the receptors of one’s brain is for self-conscious man worse than any bodily attack. For an animal it is no more than the wordless recognition that it had better run

  or freeze. Or fight? But that is rare in nature, unless against man or for a mate. Yet it is what I should do—fight! Perhaps I am fighting already. Perhaps the mere buying of this notebook is

  the declaration of war.




  But fight what? Well, I am safe in cover, watched but not closely. I will go back over my recent life. Paddy’s death three weeks ago—could it be Paddy’s death which is

  affecting me? It was my car that killed him, but as I was not in it at the time I could hardly feel guilt, even subconsciously.




  No, it’s not that. Remembering Paddy calms me. Whatever is stalking me, whether inside me or outside, does not like thoughts of Paddy—so I will write about him. Go away! I am not

  here. I am in the past.




  He was a saddler and a devoted craftsman, known throughout the county. Considered as a plain tradesman he was exasperating, for you could never be sure of finding him in his shop. When you did

  find him you wouldn’t get out under half an hour. Meanwhile he would work on whatever you had brought in to be mended or help you to define what you needed by making a rough drawing of it. It

  was often best to be last in the queue for his services. The latest job was done immediately while less urgent leatherwork might hang about in the shop for months.




  That was because he was so often away. Over the forty years of his working life he had built up a reputation among horsemen for more than bridles and saddles. I imagine it could have started

  while he measured some temperamental two-year-old and the horse was calm and interested as any man at a fashionable tailor. However that may be, the word went round among a small, knowledgeable

  circle—had even gone across the Channel—that Paddy was a genius with problem horses of superb breeding but little value. Whether the difficulties were minor but exhausting patience,

  such as ungovernable refusal to be clipped, rasped or shoed, or whether they were fundamental failures in breaking or training, Paddy might be asked to try his hand or give his advice. Close at

  home he would spend hours on a child’s pony and charge nothing. For more distant or more celebrated customers he had, I believe, no fixed fee; they could make out the cheque for whatever they

  liked. And they must have liked. He was very comfortably off for a saddler in a small country town.




  He was the most Christian character I have ever met, if one can call him so when he never went to church and had no apparent interest in religion. He assumed everyone to be as full of

  benevolence as himself without asking what laws, beliefs or upbringing made them so, and took altruism as the natural state of any animal, including man. In his presence that seemed to be true, and

  the aura was pervasive. He was known to be careless with money and his shop was easy to break into from the quiet lane behind, but nobody every tried it. We had a fair quota of juvenile delinquents

  always on the look-out for anything that could be nicked without much risk, yet they left Paddy alone. Perhaps they thought there must be a catch in it somewhere or perhaps they were afraid of

  Meg.




  Meg is a wild polecat, about a foot long not counting the tail, her colour blending with dark woodland earth when out for blood, handsomely black when at ease. Paddy told me that he had picked

  her up in Wales, only survivor of a litter which had been disgracefully but justifiably exterminated by an angry pony breeder who was also a turkey farmer. Thereafter the pair were inseparable. He

  took Meg for walks occasionally to keep her fit and give her the satisfaction of killing a rabbit, but the polecat’s usual place was in the workshop or in a large inner pocket of

  Paddy’s coat. She must have been the runt of the litter for she is still small for her breed. She never attempted to escape. Acquired characteristics had largely overcome instinct. Paddy was

  the only parent she knew and a Divine Polecat; what it did must be right.




  I never heard of her attacking anyone, but it could be disconcerting suddenly to see movement as an apparent parcel of black saddle stuffing uncoiled and humped itself across the floor of the

  workshop like a giant, furry caterpillar. Paddy always encouraged me to handle and play with her. When he was away on one of his journeys he would give me the key of the workshop and ask me to drop

  in with Meg’s breakfast and supper. Chopped heart or kidney it was. No nonsense of the bread-and-milk of ferret feeding. Paddy wanted the full sensitivity of an out-and-out carnivore. So Meg

  came to accept me as the chosen priest of her god. I got a gentle nip from her once in a way if she was out of temper or indeed if I was. She has always been uncannily responsive to mood.




  Paddy’s will left everything to some niece of his with the exception of small bequests to friends. I found that he had left me Meg. Or not quite that. He was too courteous to put anyone

  under an obligation which might be unwelcome. He had merely requested me to look after Meg if I wasn’t disinclined. Like all the mustelidae she is highly intelligent and outrageously playful.

  A favourite sport is hide and seek. She chatters with pretended fury when caught, striking like a snake at the hand held out to her without ever drawing blood. She will then climb ecstatically on

  to my head, prospecting for more amusement in middle earth. I know I cannot communicate with her as Paddy did, but she is gradually teaching me much more than her games.




  Paddy himself had the profound, inborn understanding of animals which primitive man has never lost. He never forgot that he too was an animal, so that his remarks were always revealing. To

  explain motives and behaviour he looked inside himself rather than to detailed study followed by conjecture. He resembled my blood brother of the forest who taught me years ago to attempt unity

  with any living creature, to think as it might, to feel as it does, to mimic its movement.




  Yes, it helps to remember Paddy and the past and further back into the past, so it may be good for me to form a picture of myself—or what was myself—from the outside. Seldom ill,

  thank God, and as fit as ever I was. Retired from the Indian Army. That description makes me, I know, a creature of inscrutable past and causes puzzled stares since it implies that I must be in my

  seventies while I am only in the early forties. It was not, of course, the imperial Indian Army but the present army. National Service as a sapper led me into cartography. Volunteered for Malaya

  because mountains were more fun to map than Salisbury Plain. Indian Government was seeking qualified surveyors and cartographers, and I was accepted. Liked the country. Was invited to stay on.

  Finished up as an official cartographer at GHQ, which inevitably gave me the rank of colonel. The young jemadars I trained appear to have been fond of me; what is certain is that I was fond of

  them. Perhaps they took the place of the sons I might have had if my wife had not died so young and in my arms.




  I returned permanently to England after my father’s death. The decision was not easy. But I am the last of a very long line and the call of the country and county and home of my ancestors

  was too strong. To be afraid of that house, how insane!




  I must try to avoid that word. Words have authority.




  Have I any guilt at selling off the land? I see no reason why I should have. I am not a farmer. Perhaps I could have been, starting early enough, since I am not content unless I am creating

  something; but creation to me is a thing of the mind, not hard, physical labour which is fine as relaxation but deadens sensitivity. It’s odd how a snatch of conversation can suddenly reveal

  or exemplify a truth. One of my neighbours, coming upon me when I was terracing and manuring a bank for vines said: ‘Always working, I see.’ I replied without a thought: ‘No, I am

  idling.’




  I wanted, have always wanted, to paint. As a boy I was well taught and had a hobby for life. And so when I came home I took to it as a profession, keeping the house of my ancestors, the parkland

  and the wood across the valley, but letting the grazing and selling all the outlying parts of the estate. Today I am near to living by my art, but the decision to give myself freedom to develop

  without bothering whether I sold my work or not was, I am sure, right.




  As a painter I belong to no school and shall never be among the great. I am a translator. It is my business to make other eyes see what my own eyes see—in fact to translate my joy and the

  mystery of it. Often, I know, I fall into mere prettiness; but sometimes on a great day when light and nature combine into a unity appreciable by every living thing within the landscape, then the

  result, I am told, is curiously haunting and unforgettable.




  Can it be that which haunts me—a personification of my own occasional power? I do not think so. I should surrender to it. I should not be deadly afraid.




  And I have tried to be of use. It is perfectly possible to accept the two clear disciplines: one of the craft and one of the society accepted by my ancestors. I have the simplicity of a dutiful

  and happy dog. I cannot detect in that self anything out of the ordinary, anything abnormal. ‘Men like Alfgif Hollaston are the backbone of the English countryside,’ said some pompous

  chairman introducing me. Is he? Well, he’s got a slipped disc in these days.




  That’s better, old son! I don’t think it likes humour.




  Giving it personality, are you? Crazier than ever! But that may be the right way of looking at it. A person can be fought. I can still keep an open mind. That’s one of my few virtues I am

  sure of. I am full of curiosity, as full as Meg. I rule out nothing and judge a theory—religion, for example—on its merits. Does it give results or doesn’t it?




  Paddy’s death. I return to that. The police have never found out the cause of it, and I am no nearer a solution than at the time. In these days my curiosity is more occupied by his Meg,

  who suggests so many answers to questions but, like a computer, is limited to yes or no.




  Paddy was killed on the night of May 12 while walking along the Pidge: a narrow, winding lane forming a long loop off the main road and returning to it. It serves only two farms, one at each

  end, so that the middle is pretty well deserted except by pedestrians out for a quiet country walk and riders on the wide grass verges. I cannot begin to guess what Paddy was doing on the Pidge

  after dark and on foot. A night spent in communion with animal life is likely. Badgers? Bats? Moths? Or had he been out there earlier in the day and was searching for something he had lost from his

  pocket?




  He was found next morning in the middle of the lane. He had been struck by a car, run over and killed instantly. The driver might have had his lights out, but even so in the utter silence Paddy

  must have heard the car and could easily have moved on to the grass verge out of the way.




  It was an obvious case of manslaughter and a possible case of murder. A tenable theory was that Paddy had set out to a secret meeting on the Pidge—a perfect spot for it—and had been

  deliberately assassinated. Loved though he was by everyone in Penminster, he could well have made some enemies elsewhere in the jealous, horsy world; but police, after enquiries among his friends

  and customers, were strongly against anything of the sort. However inexplicable the accident, a local man familiar with the Pidge and using it for some illegal purpose was probably involved.




  And then the wildest bit of good luck, or bad luck, according to how one looks at it! For a couple of days before Paddy’s death I had been running with a spare on the left front wheel. It

  happened to be an old but hardly used radial tyre with a distinctive tread unlike the other three. When I drove into the Penminster garage where they had been mending the puncture on my regular

  wheel the proprietor said to me with some embarrassment that he was sorry but he had been asked to report to police immediately if any car came in with three well-used tyres and one new radial. Of

  course I had no objection and went off to lunch at the Royal George. When I returned, a police van was in the garage courtyard with three experts round my car. They told me at once that my car had

  killed Mr Gadsden, cautioned me and asked if I would care to make a statement. Behind the bumper they had found a trace of blood and a shred of cloth which matched Paddy’s trousers. In the

  tread of a tyre was imbedded one of Paddy’s teeth. There was no doubt that it was my car which had struck Paddy and that the off back wheel had crushed his jaw and neck.




  I had no trouble in clearing myself. On the night of Paddy’s death I had been at the house-warming party given by Sir Victor Pirrone. The Manor House is on the edge of our little town and

  hardly more than a mile from my home, so I walked. That is considered eccentric, but I always do if I am likely to be lavishly entertained in Penminster. I reckon that I shall not be in a fit state

  to drive when I leave, though sober enough to enjoy the walk home, grateful for life and with heightened perception. There is the added advantage that I can leave when I choose without waiting for

  a lift—a lift which is bound to be inconvenient since my house is on the way to nowhere, and approached from the main road by a farm track which my father refused to surface in order to

  prevent, as he said, fools turning down it in the hope that it led to the valley below.




  My presence at the Pirrones from eight to two was confirmed by Rita Vernon and one of our local magistrates as well as by the High Sheriff. I had even been accompanied for part of the way home

  by P.C. Warrender, who was wheeling his bicycle and taking a short cut to investigate a rick fire. He was able to state that when he passed the house my car was standing outside the front door

  where I had left it. Neither of us had any reason to examine it closely.




  So there was no doubt that my car had been stolen and that the culprit had audaciously put it back exactly where it was, instead of abandoning it. That was risky but by no means impossible. The

  house stands all alone above its parkland of oak and elm, and the Pidge is easily reached by lanes and not more than a mile of main road. Finger-printing revealed only mine and those of a gloved

  hand.




  Our superintendent of police, while assuming that it was hit-and-run accident caused by some quick-thinking criminal who then had the sense to return the car and clear out of the district on

  foot, had reservations. He said to me that my alibi was too perfect. When I replied indignantly that my witnesses were unimpeachable he explained that he had not meant that at all, but did have an

  uneasy feeling that my alibi was intended to be perfect. If the identity of the car which killed Paddy were ever discovered, no suspicion could possibly be attached to me. Two conclusions followed

  from that: that the car thief knew for certain I would be out, and that Paddy’s death was murder and not an accident at all.




  He then asked who knew that I had been invited to the Pirrone party. I told him that everybody knew, but he was plainly dissatisfied with that. However, it was true. Temporary staff for house

  and garden had been taken on. Penminster buzzed with rumours of this dinner and dance for county magnates, financiers from the City and their offspring—hoping, I think, for TV stars and

  famous drunks featured in the gossip columns. Invitations had gone out a month before, and we—the local folk who were in no way distinguished but couldn’t be left out—had freely

  discussed what we might expect and what we thought of Sir Victor Pirrone.




  Some of that I told the superintendent, led on by his pleasant manner. Then the iron hand came out of the glove.




  ‘Mr Hollaston, to whom did you lend your car?’




  I exclaimed that anyone would tell him I had no conceivable motive to murder Paddy Gadsden, who was very dear to me.




  ‘I am not suggesting for a moment that you knew for what your car would be used. I require to know to whom you lent it.’




  I gave him my word of honour that I had not lent it to anybody and added that I always left it outside the front door.




  ‘With the keys in it?’




  Well, yes, they were. It saved trouble, and the car was perfectly safe up the remote drive to the house and just below my open bedroom window. He accepted that, probably ascribing such casual

  behaviour to the supposed Bohemian carelessness of an artist, and asked me to give him in strict confidence my opinion of Sir Victor Pirrone. I replied that I hardly knew the man, that he had moved

  into the Manor House at the end of March and that police enquiries would be far more revealing than anything I could say. After that he left me alone.




  Naturally we think we know a lot about the Pirrones. Strangers cannot settle in a little country town without becoming the subject of pub-biography, detailed and wildly inaccurate. Pirrone so

  far is neither liked nor disliked. He is imposingly handsome for a man in his early sixties, generous, cordial and a host out of the Arabian Nights, but one somehow feels that it might all be put

  on in the morning like a monogrammed shirt. He is Sicilian by birth, and it is said that he made his money in the export of fruit—then from fruit to shipping, to finance, to British

  naturalisation and eventually to a knighthood, changing his Christian name from Vittorio to Victor. Rita tells me that a more interesting side of him shows in his hobby: the social history of his

  island. Apparently he is a source of fascinating footnotes on the six peoples who dominated Sicily and the remnants of their customs, folklore and architecture.




  Lady Pirrone I like very much on short acquaintance. She lets everyone know that she is not Italian but Spanish, and not Spanish but Basque. She rolls in fat and has not much in her still pretty

  head beyond good manners inserted by a convent, and excellent English by a governess. I gather that English governesses were common in the wealthy steel and shipping circles of Bilbao. She is

  inclined to disown industry, claiming descent from a very ancient family of Basque chieftains who, until her grandfather came down to the coast and took to ship-building, had never amounted to

  anything outside their own remote valley in the heart of the western Pyrenees—evidently a deep-rooted family much like my own, which may be why I find her congenial.




  So much for Pirrone’s party and my alibi. I can’t be haunted by guilt. Even the sub-conscious has some common sense. And Meg insists that I am healthy. She’d know if there were

  anything badly wrong. I could detect it.




  Could I? Well then, more analysis, of Meg this time as well as myself. Unlike Paddy’s niece it was not necessary for Meg to wait for probate of the will. I took her over at once. She moped

  for a few days and once was found looping down the High Street to Paddy’s workshop. They sent for me to pick her up. No one else wanted to. She was in a chattering temper and had already

  bitten through the paw of an inquisitive terrier. Dogs which know her will sometimes join in her dancing, stabbing games. Cats, who set more store by dignity, always ignore her.




  Both of us quickly accepted the position and I was permitted to take the place of Paddy. I had every outside pocket in my working coats enlarged to form a den for her, and she turned out to be a

  comfortable, undemanding companion whether I was painting in the studio or out of doors, so long as she was instantly given liberty whenever she wanted it.




  I wrote that Meg can see nothing wrong with me. I have begun to surmise—and more than surmise—that, through her, illness can be detected, on condition of course that one is in

  frequent contact with her. To begin with, such contact was unplanned and as involuntary as sticking a hand in a trouser pocket; but instead of jingling coins the hand sank into the furry roll and

  caressed it. I have very sensitive fingers. Like the blind I can identify textures and the nature of uneven substances without seeing them. Oddly enough this may be a useful gift to a painter.

  Sometimes I find that I have reproduced what I feel, thus giving another dimension to what I see.




  So I quickly became familiar with Meg’s bodily expression of her moods: wrigglings, stiffness, heart beat, the tiny ears alert or relaxed, the tail stiffened to grip a ground that was not

  there, or used as a toy or, like a cat, as a coverlet in sleep. When that small, shrewd head was out in the open and savouring the world from the safety of the dark pocket, I began to distinguish

  thoughts and emotions much as a psychologist can acquire valuable information from the unconscious gestures of hands, eyes, head and mouth. Meg’s reactions to human and other animals were at

  first like an unknown script, until the language of soft fur and snake ribs, of the whole graceful mechanism that drove the killer teeth, became to some extent decipherable.




  My first clue to the script was accidental. Old Walter, who keeps my garden productive, is a rabbit fancier. He was showing me two of his prize white does alongside each other in their cages.

  Both were pregnant and near their time, and both to my eyes were exactly alike. Meg showed no interest in one, but quite evidently considered the other abnormal, perhaps sick and easily to be

  caught. I asked Walter if she were off her food or if there were anything wrong with her. No, she was in the pink of health. Two days later she had a messy miscarriage and died.




  Shortly afterwards Walter himself went down with flu, which turned to pneumonia. He had hardly ever had a day’s illness and when the district nurse was in his cottage, packing him up for

  hospital, he was convinced, with the hell of a temperature and slightly delirious, that she was laying him out for his funeral. I was standing by and tried to comfort him by telling him nobody died

  of pneumonia in these days except the very old.




  To my surprise he muttered gloomily: ‘Ah, but let’s see what Miss Meg thinks.’




  I woke up Meg who stuck out her head and chattered. She didn’t like the scent of the fever. That was all I could feel; but it seemed a splendid opportunity to raise morale.




  ‘She says you’ll be easy tomorrow,’ I replied.




  Well, of course the antibiotics worked and he was. He is up and about now and, I know, embroidering the story. Meg has always aroused curiosity in everyone who meets her, and some of the older

  farm hands ask after her health with marked respect, whispering about me as they did about Paddy. The vicar, who has the usual vicarish habit of leaping in with exaggerated Christian cheerfulness

  where angels fear to tread, has started to greet me with: ‘And how’s our familiar this morning?’ A jest, but not so far from truth. And do I in fact receive from Meg not only with

  my fingers but with another sense?




   




  I finished writing at that point. Meg was nowhere. I had been too occupied to keep an eye on her. And I had to move. The shadow had found me. Found me? No. Whatever it is, it

  cannot find me or lose me since it is within me.




  I bolted for the open, just as earlier I had bolted for the trees. I might have gone on running till I reached the heather and the still water of the mere if it had not been for Meg. Meg must

  not be left behind and lost. That was the only thought concrete enough to block the nebulous, overwhelming instinct to run. Love versus instinct. It might be fair—though so doubtful, so very

  distant a parallel—to consider the doe who stands by her fawn quivering with terror, useless little horns lowered, while the leopard, felt but still unseen, gathers for the charge. It’s

  a platitude that love can overcome fear, but that is not a lot of use in my case, for it does not prevent fear. Love’s only business is to preserve the race, not the individual.




  However, I was just able to come to a stop and call. On a fallen branch at the edge of the copse I saw Meg sitting up, herself like a lively, straight shoot growing from the dead, and she came

  bobbing down the hill, up my leg and into her pocket. Perfectly calm and friendly. Whatever wants to eat me does not eat polecats.
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