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  Betty Rowlands 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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  The villages of Upper and Lower Benbury are not to be found on any map of the Cotswolds. They, their inhabitants, and all other characters and establishments mentioned in this book are entirely

  fictitious.
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  Chapter One




  Early in March, Melissa Craig parcelled up the manuscript of her latest crime novel and sent it to her agent with a covering letter.




  

    Dear Joe,


  




  

    

      Don’t expect to hear from me again for a few weeks as I’ll be getting ready to move house. Everything’s a bit fraught at the moment but I’m looking

      forward more than I can tell you to a peaceful country existence. The cottage is a dream. It’s just outside a village called Upper Benbury, one of a pair wedged into the side of a valley

      with a brook running along the bottom. Idyllic! I’ve only got one near neighbour — in the adjoining cottage — but I haven’t met her yet. I’m told she’s an

      artist who winters abroad. She sounds interesting.


    


  




  Yours, 




  Melissa




  

    As an afterthought, she added:


  




  

    

      

        PS There’s a disused shepherd’s hut about a quarter of a mile along the valley. It’s tumbledown, rather smelly and a bit spooky when the wind blows in a

        certain direction and howls through the holes in the roof. An ideal location for the discovery of a corpse, don’t you think?


      


    


  




  

    Finding the cottage had been a piece of serendipity, the result of stooping to pick up a fallen glove outside the window of an estate agent in Bristol where she had been doing some research.

    As she straightened up, her eye fell on a photograph, taken on a bright winter’s morning when snow hid the broken tiles and the shadows were tinted with the blue of the sky. There was a

    bird-bath on the lawn and a nesting-box nailed to an apple tree. Add a robin and a sentimental message, she remembered thinking, and you have a Christmas card.


  




  There was no bright sunlight and no snow that grey December afternoon but she had finished her research, had a couple of hours to spare and, on impulse, asked to view the property. It lay at the

  end of a rough track in which potholes had been crudely repaired with rubble and it slumped against its well-maintained partner like a drunk leaning on a friendly shoulder. The nesting-box had

  slewed sideways and the many weeds and a few unhappy-looking plants in the garden lay flattened and soggy on the saturated earth. The interior was even more dilapidated — peeling plaster, a

  smell of damp and only the most basic amenities. But Melissa did not need the assurances of the agent — young, enthusiastic and full of plans for what he called ‘tasteful

  renovation’ — to realise the possibilities. By the time she returned to London she had taken the first tentative steps to becoming the owner.




  It was a blue and gold April morning when she took possession. Having spent the night in a nearby inn, she arrived at the cottage a good hour before the furniture van was due. Just as well, she

  reflected, noting the clutch of empty paint tins in the kitchen, the scattering of loose nails over unswept floors and the dusty huddle of discarded packing material in the grate. The builder had

  promised to send in a cleaner the day before. He had also promised to arrange for a delivery of oil for the central heating boiler. Melissa went outside and rapped the bottom of the oil tank with

  her knuckles. Its echoing emptiness proclaimed a further broken promise.




  At least the telephone had been installed. She rang the builder to draw his attention to the deficiencies.




  ‘Thought it was the twelfth you were moving in,’ he said cheerfully.




  ‘Today is the twelfth,’ Melissa pointed out.




  ‘What? Oh — so it is. Sorry about that. Want me to send someone up later on?’




  ‘Later on will be too late — my furniture will be here in an hour,’ said Melissa frostily. ‘It’s just as well I brought some cleaning materials with me. Now, what

  about the oil?’




  ‘What oil?’ He sounded nonplussed, as if expecting to hear that a drilling rig had appeared overnight in the garden.




  ‘The heating oil you were going to have delivered yesterday.’




  ‘Oh, that oil. Hasn’t it come?’




  ‘It has not. When was it ordered?’




  ‘Er — have to ask the girl. She’s not in at the moment. I’ll call you back.’




  ‘Don’t bother!’ Melissa slammed down the telephone in a fury. Fortunately she remembered the name of the oil merchant. She reached for the directory, brushed off the layer of

  gritty dust, checked the number and was about to pick up the receiver when the bell started ringing. The sound echoed in the empty room, making her jump.




  ‘Hello!’ she said, half-expecting to hear the voice of the builder.




  For a moment, no one answered. She could hear faint sounds of movement, as if the hand holding the receiver the other end was shifting its grip.




  ‘Hello!’ she said sharply. ‘Who’s there?’




  ‘Babs?’ It was a man’s voice, low and urgent. ‘Babs, I must see you!’




  ‘I think you’ve got . . .’ Melissa began but the caller hurried on, ignoring her interruption.




  ‘Tonight . . . I’ll come to the usual place. Be there, please!’ Halfway through, the voice began to waver. On the final word it cracked altogether.




  ‘Just a minute!’ Melissa raised her own voice in an effort to stem the tide of grief spilling from the instrument. ‘I’m not Babs . . . you have the wrong number . . .

  hello!’ But the man had hung up.




  The receiver rested in Melissa’s hand, gently purring where a moment ago it had sobbed out a man’s anguish. It was a disturbing start to the day. First a series of blunders by the

  builder, now a stranger beseeching her to meet him. It troubled her to think that somewhere that evening a distraught lover would wait in vain for his Babs to turn up. If he had stopped to listen,

  she could at least have spared him that.




  She glanced at her watch. It was nearly nine fifteen and the removal men were supposed to be here by ten. The place was a shambles, unfit to receive furniture. The oil would have to wait.




  It was nearly ten thirty when the van came bumping along the track leading to the cottage. By that time, Melissa had managed to get most of the builder’s rubbish into plastic sacks outside

  the back door, sweep the floors and wipe the worst of the dust from shelves and window-sills. The immersion heater had provided plenty of hot water and she had brought with her in the car a supply

  of detergent and teacloths. At least she was ready to wash and put away the unbelievable quantity of crockery, glassware and kitchen utensils that would soon have to be disinterred from

  newspaper-filled tea-chests. She thought with nostalgia of her orderly London flat and wondered what had possessed her to leave it.




  ‘Sorry we’re late — had a job to find it,’ apologised the foreman. He took a quick look round, raising his eyebrows at the sight of the bare boards.




  ‘It would have been nice to get the carpets fitted before I moved in,’ agreed Melissa, reading his thoughts. ‘But the building work was delayed and anyway the shop

  couldn’t deliver the carpet in time.’




  The foreman scratched his head and grinned. ‘Usual story,’ he commented. He cast an experienced eye around him and added, ‘at least they left it clean.’




  ‘They did nothing of the kind!’ snorted Melissa. ‘You should have seen it an hour ago!’




  The man chuckled. ‘DIY job, eh? Well, let’s get on with it then — if you’ll just tell us where everything’s to go.’




  By three o’clock the van had left. Melissa sank wearily into an armchair in the sitting-room and contemplated the surrounding chaos. There was so much to do, so much of it needing to be

  done before life could become anything like normal. She remembered the day she first viewed the cottage. She had stood in this room, with its stone fireplace and wooden beams, its low ceilings and

  its unspoilt view across the valley, imagining herself living there with her own belongings around her. In her enthusiasm, her almost superstitious certainty that she had been meant to find this

  place, it had been easy to see beyond the crumbling plaster, the festoons of bare wires and the rotting floorboards and window-frames. On her second visit, so much had been done that she was

  impatient to take possession. She had measured for curtains and planned where she would arrange her furniture. Bookshelves in the alcoves on either side of the chimney, her desk by the window. Deep

  soft cushions on the window-seats and a standard lamp behind her favourite chair by the fire. Pictures on the walls.




  Now she was faced with the reality. The furniture was arranged, more or less as she had envisaged, but of course it would all have to be pushed around when the carpet fitters came. The books

  were still in boxes and couldn’t be unpacked until the shelves were fitted. There were no hooks for the pictures and anyway the walls would need another coat of emulsion where the painters

  had skimped their task. Melissa tried not to think of the stack of unwashed kitchen items littering every available surface, nor the bags and boxes waiting to be unpacked. She felt grubby, longed

  for a shower but felt unable to face the task of making the bathroom fit to use. And she was hungry, having had nothing since breakfast but a cheese sandwich and countless mugs of watery

  coffee.




  She was pulled back from the edge of self-pity by a knock at the door. The visitor was a woman of about fifty and even before she introduced herself, Melissa had no doubt who she was. With her

  bobbed mouse-brown hair held in place by tortoiseshell slides and her shapeless plaid pinafore dress worn over a close-fitting sweater, she was the archetypical ‘arty’ character of an

  amateur stage production. But she had fine features and a clear, tanned skin, her grey eyes were intelligent and humorous and there was genuine friendliness in her smile.




  ‘Iris Ash,’ said the newcomer, holding out a thin brown hand. ‘Next door,’ she explained with a jerk of the head. ‘Just popped in to say hello. Expect you’re

  in a pickle.’ Her glance, sliding over Melissa’s shoulder and back, seemed to encompass the entire chaotic interior of the cottage and her mouth formed a sympathetic grimace.

  ‘Beastly business, moving house.’




  ‘It certainly is!’ Iris’s handclasp was firm, strong, and immensely comforting in its warmth. ‘I’m Melissa Craig, I’m so pleased to meet you. Won’t you

  come in?’




  Iris shook her head. ‘Not now. Only be in the way. Came to ask if you’d care to have supper with me.’




  ‘That’s very kind of you.’ Melissa had a steak in the refrigerator but had already been dreading the prospect of preparing her own meal at the end of a hard day.

  ‘I’d like that, thank you very much.’




  ‘Vegetarian,’ Iris explained. ‘Nuts and beans. Things from the garden. Lots of roughage.’




  ‘Oh, er, that’s fine,’ said Melissa, trying to sound as if she meant it. She was committed now and there was always cheese and biscuits if she felt hungry later on.




  ‘About six thirty, then.’ Iris turned on her heel and marched back to her own cottage. Her walk was stiff and erect and she swung her arms like a child playing at soldiers.




  ‘Nice,’ said Melissa to herself as she closed the door and set about her tasks with renewed optimism. ‘Eccentric but nice.’







    

  




  Chapter Two




  By half past five, Melissa had finished the washing-up and put everything away. She unpacked and stowed her groceries, adding yet another empty cardboard carton to the growing

  pile outside the back door. She hung the cream curtains, sprigged with blue and yellow flowers and chosen to blend with her crockery and the new vinyl floor tiles. She set a pot plant on the

  window-sill and stood in the doorway for a few moments to admire the effect.




  The window looked out over the long strip of garden at the side of the cottage. The little plot had once been laid out with a lawn, flower-beds and fruit bushes but now it was badly overgrown,

  mutely begging for someone to care for it. Well, there would be time for that in the weeks to come. A large, fluffy cat was picking its way along a mossy path, ears pricked and tail twitching,

  while a blackbird piped an alarm from among the tight pink buds on the apple tree. Melissa gave a contented sigh. This was her home. Here, she could put down roots, get everyone off her back and be

  herself.




  It was time to tackle the bathroom. She decided to treat herself to a good long soak instead of a hasty shower and hummed a tune as she rinsed away the ubiquitous dust before filling the bath

  and lowering herself with thankfulness into the steaming water.




  A little before half past six she emerged from her front door and stood for a moment looking across the valley, which lay sunning itself in the warm golden light of evening. On the opposite

  slope, in the path of the slowly advancing shadow of a clump of trees, a flock of sheep nibbled at the grass while their young pranced and played around them. Some children in bright sweaters and

  gum-boots were prodding with sticks at something in the stream, their high young voices cutting through the clear air.




  A gravelled track ran from the lane as far as the end of Melissa’s garden. It widened out at the end and became a turning space, roughly reinforced with broken bricks and rubble. Beyond

  was a hawthorn hedge, green with new growth, through which a stile gave access to a path running down to the valley bottom. She strolled up to it and turned back to look at Hawthorn Cottage,

  indulging for a few moments in the pride of ownership. Not a rented flat belonging to some faceless landlord but her property. Created, like its fellow, from two minuscule labourers’

  dwellings, it was the first piece of real-estate that she had ever possessed in her forty-four . . . no, nearly forty-five years.




  Behind the cottages rose a steep, sheltering bank dotted with brambles. There would be blackberries in the autumn, and apples from her garden. She would try her hand at making bramble jelly. No

  doubt Iris would give her some hints. Birds would move into the nesting-box that she had beguiled the carpenter to repair and refix.




  The sun gleamed on the brass knocker on the newly painted front door and on the windows that still bore the smears and puttied fingermarks left by the glaziers. Another job that the builder had

  promised — and failed — to take care of. If Aubrey were here they wouldn’t have got away with so much . . . but this wasn’t the time to think about Aubrey.




  ‘Hello!’ called a voice. Iris was leaning over her garden fence and waving a bunch of greenery. ‘Just been cutting a few herbs. Nothing like fresh herbs. Come on in!’ She

  indicated a white-painted wooden gate and led the way along a gravel path to the rear of the cottage.




  ‘Your back yard’s a lot tidier than mine!’ remarked Melissa, surveying with some envy the trim space enclosed by whitewashed walls. ‘The builders have left an awful lot

  of rubbish for me to get rid of.’




  ‘Make ’em come and clear it away,’ Iris advised.




  Outside the back door was a small lobby of brick and glass where shelves were stacked with scrubbed flowerpots and garden tools. Iris kicked off her muddy shoes and shoved her bony feet into

  wooden sandals. She still wore the plaid pinafore dress, which was not long enough to conceal the ladder in her tights.




  ‘Hope you don’t mind coming through the kitchen,’ she said.




  ‘Not a bit,’ said Melissa. ‘My kitchen’s the only room I’d care for anyone to see at the moment.’ She turned to close the door and the fluffy-haired cat slid

  through just in time. ‘Oh, is he yours?’




  ‘That’s my Binkie!’ said Iris in an infantile voice as the cat, purring vigorously, wound itself in a figure of eight round her legs. ‘Who’s a greedy boy then,

  he’s had his tea!’ The cat regarded her with expressionless yellow eyes, then stalked away and disappeared through a half-open door leading out of the kitchen. Resuming her normal voice

  and expression, Iris threw her bouquet of herbs into a colander and turned on the tap. ‘Just wash these off before chopping ’em,’ she explained. ‘Drink before we

  eat?’




  ‘Thank you,’ said Melissa, curious to know what kind of brew she was going to be offered. She scanned the little kitchen with interest and some surprise. She had half-expected a

  cluttered and slightly old-world interior but it seemed to contain every imaginable modern fitting and piece of equipment, all spanking new. If, as the estate agent had asserted, Iris was an

  artist, she would seem to be a successful one.




  She certainly knew how to make food look attractive. On the table were dishes of salads and a selection of cheeses laid out on a tray, all garnished as if prepared for a cookery feature in a

  magazine. A simmering casserole on the Aga was releasing a spicy, appetising aroma. It was all very promising.




  Iris took a heavy green bottle from the refrigerator and released a wired-in cork. There was a loud explosion and an eruption of white froth.




  ‘Elderflower champagne!’ said Iris proudly, filling two glasses. ‘Last season’s brew — should have quite a kick. If you’re too squiffy to stagger home you can

  sleep on the couch. Cheers!’ She quaffed deeply and reached for a knife and chopping-board.




  Melissa sipped cautiously at first, then with relish.




  ‘It’s nectar!’ she declared. ‘Did you make it yourself?’




  ‘Of course. Make all sorts of wine. And jelly. Blackberry, rowan, rosehip. Live from the garden and the hedgerows. Hungry?’




  ‘I am rather.’ If the food was as good as the wine, there would be no hankering after steak. Iris chopped her herbs and scattered them thickly over the salads. Their sharpness

  mingled tantalisingly with the steam from the cooking-pot. Melissa inhaled with enthusiasm. ‘It smells divine!’ she declared.




  ‘Good. Ready to eat, then?’ Iris lifted the bubbling casserole from the hotplate and led the way out of the kitchen. ‘Give me a hand with the other stuff,’ she commanded

  over her shoulder.




  In the dining-room she ladled a steaming concoction of spiced vegetables into earthenware bowls of brown rice and handed one to Melissa.




  ‘Help yourself to bread.’ She waved a hand at a plaited basket full of what looked like fossilised gastropods. ‘Bake my own,’ she added. It was a simple act of

  information, without vanity.




  ‘Thanks.’ Wondering if her teeth were strong enough, Melissa broke open one of the rolls. It was crisp and delicious and she felt ashamed of her misgivings. Iris might be eccentric

  but she was a superb cook.




  ‘You from London?’ asked her hostess between forkfuls.




  ‘Yes.’ Iris had obviously made her deduction from the name and address on the removal van and was curious about her new neighbour. Melissa suspected that she was about to be quizzed.

  It might have been the elderflower champagne that prompted her to respond with unusual candour. ‘I’ve always had a yen to live in the country but somehow I’ve been stuck in

  towns,’ she explained. ‘This is the first chance I’ve had to break away.’




  ‘Hope you’ll like it here.’




  ‘I’m sure I shall. I had a feeling about this cottage the moment I saw it.’




  ‘A feeling it was about to fall down?’ Iris gave a sardonic chuckle. ‘Me too. Used to be afraid it’d take this one with it. Great relief to see it done up.’




  ‘You must have felt rather isolated while it was standing empty,’ commented Melissa. ‘That reminds me, who lived in my cottage before me? Was it a woman called Babs?’




  Iris shook her head. ‘Old man, near-recluse. Died about nine months ago. Cottage a pigsty, no woman’d live in it. Why?’




  ‘A man phoned this morning and thought I was Babs.’ Melissa repeated the conversation. ‘He’s probably been hanging about waiting for her all evening. He sounded quite

  distracted and didn’t give me a chance to explain his mistake.’




  ‘Poor chap!’ Iris considered for a moment with furrowed brow. ‘Jacko was there for years. Never had a phone. More rice?’




  ‘Thanks.’




  ‘Salad? Help yourself.’ Iris shuffled dishes around on the battered gate-legged table and brought more from the kitchen. Her keen eyes took in Melissa’s left hand. ‘You a

  widow, then?’




  ‘Yes.’ As she normally did with strangers, Melissa left it at that. It was no one’s business but her own that Guy had been killed before he’d had time to make an honest

  woman of her — always supposing that he would have wanted to, knowing that she was pregnant. She had never really known Guy except through his son. Simon’s intensity, his ruthless

  search for perfection in everything he did, his bouts of irritability that alternated with an irresistible charm, were all inherited from his father. This she knew from Guy’s parents, who had

  cared for her and Simon when her own mother and father had rejected them both. Their only condition had been that she take their name for herself and their grandson, and put on a wedding-ring for

  the sake of appearances.




  Iris persevered with her interrogation.




  ‘Children?’




  ‘One son.’ Maternal pride took over. ‘He’s twenty-five, he’s an engineer, working for an oil company in Texas and doing very well indeed.’




  ‘So you’re on your own?’




  ‘At the moment.’




  Once again, Melissa could feel the elderflower champagne dissolving her shell of reticence. She began to tell Iris about Aubrey.




  ‘He was becoming just too protective!’ she complained. ‘Not possessive . . . he’s never tried to organise my life or been jealous of my friends or anything like that . .

  . he’s just convinced himself I can’t get along without him to take care of me. It was lovely at first . . . and I suppose I sound unappreciative . . . but lately I’ve been

  feeling absolutely stifled. If he had his way I’d never so much as change a light bulb, let alone mend a fuse. Anyway, he’s married and his wife wants him back although he keeps

  insisting he loves me and not her.’




  ‘So he’s not too pleased at your move?’ Iris observed.




  ‘Not particularly, although one of the last things he said before I left London was that it’d soon teach me how much he meant to me and how much I needed him.’




  ‘Conceited creatures, men,’ observed Iris. ‘More rhubarb yoghurt?’




  ‘It was absolutely delicious but I couldn’t manage another morsel!’ declared Melissa with genuine regret. ‘You’ve probably heard this before, but I had no idea

  vegetarian food could be so good.’




  Iris accepted the compliment with a matter-of-fact nod. ‘Healthiest way to eat!’ she asserted. ‘No need for it to be boring.’




  ‘Did you grow all those vegetables yourself?’




  ‘Most of ’em. Spend a lot of time in the garden. Freeze a lot.’




  ‘When do you find time to do your painting?’




  ‘Who said I painted?’ Iris looked both amused and irritated.




  ‘The estate agent said you were an artist and that you spent the winter abroad,’ Melissa explained. ‘I apologise if I misunderstood.’




  Iris shrugged and pulled a face. ‘He said “artist” and you thought “painter,”’ she mocked. ‘There are other art forms, you know!’




  ‘Yes, of course,’ said Melissa, a shade pettishly. There was no reason for the woman to be so superior — the mistake had been a natural one. She finished her elderflower

  champagne and tried to think of a way to break the edgy silence. Iris picked up the bottle and reached across to refill the glasses. Melissa shook her head. ‘No more for me, thanks —

  tomorrow’s going to be a heavy day.’




  ‘Just as you like. Coffee?’




  ‘Yes, please.’




  ‘Decaffeinated beans. Tried dandelion root but didn’t like it.’ Iris vanished into the kitchen. Melissa began clearing the table but was checked by the command: ‘Leave

  those. Go through to the sitting-room.’




  As in Melissa’s own cottage, the sitting-room and the dining-room were interconnected. Originally, they had been the living-rooms of two adjacent dwellings and there was a fireplace in

  each, back-to-back with a common chimney. Melissa guessed that, when on her own, Iris ate her meals in the kitchen. The dining-room, with its bare walls and minimal furniture, had an air of being

  seldom used. There were few ornaments or pictures and the plain curtains and dull, faded carpet were not what one would expect in the home of an artist, of whatever sort.




  To her surprise, the sitting-room was equally plain and sparsely furnished. A green glass jug of daffodils and a few patchwork cushions provided the only splashes of colour. Beige curtains, a

  dowdy brown carpet and a couch covered with what seemed to be a regulation army blanket gave a sombre, depressing effect only partially relieved by the log fire glowing in the grate. When Melissa

  entered, Binkie raised his head from a prime position on the hearth-rug, blinking at her with topaz eyes half-buried in fur.




  ‘Fabric design,’ said Iris unexpectedly, appearing with pottery mugs of coffee on a tray.




  ‘Sorry?’




  ‘I’m a fabric designer.’ She pulled up a low table with a stained top and set the tray down. ‘Seat?’ She indicated a fireside chair covered in khaki linen and

  handed Melissa a mug. ‘Sugar? Milk?’




  ‘Er . . . no, thank you.’ Melissa stared around her, trying to reconcile what she heard with what she saw. She sipped at her coffee, which was far too hot, and watched in fascination

  as her hostess, mug in hand, sank with surprising ease into a cross-legged position in front of the fire.




  ‘Don’t like chairs. Always sit on the floor,’ she commented. She reached out to fondle the cat which sat erect, yawned, and after several seconds of careful consideration

  stepped into her lap. Iris put down her mug and encircled the animal with both arms, scooping it into the well between her thighs and leaning forward to lay her cheek against its head. Her features

  blurred into a doting expression and the cat purred in a throbbing crescendo, its eyes half-closed as if in ecstasy. The effect bordered on the erotic. Feeling unaccountably embarrassed, Melissa

  played with her too-hot coffee, stared into the fire and wondered how soon she could decently go home.




  ‘My studio’s upstairs,’ Iris remarked suddenly, the light of intelligence returning to her face. ‘Show you some time if you like.’ She glanced around the room while

  Melissa made polite murmurs of interest. ‘My background.’ She made a circular gesture with her mug and a splash of coffee landed on the carpet. ‘Never mind. Doesn’t

  show.’ She fished a paper handkerchief from her pocket, dabbed at the spot and threw the paper on the fire. ‘Always keep a neutral background. Helps with new ideas. No distractions.

  What do you do?’




  ‘I write.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Novels, mostly.’




  ‘What sort?’




  ‘Crime, detection, that sort of thing.’




  ‘Not much material among the folks round here. Deadly dull, most of them. Shouldn’t let it get around though.’




  ‘Sorry, let what get around?’




  ‘That you write, of course. They’ll have you contributing to the parish magazine and the Garden Society newsletter before you can turn round. Tried to get me designing new curtains

  for the village hall before I’d been here six months, cheeky lot!’




  ‘Have you lived here long?’ Melissa felt reassured by Iris’s switch to a near-normal style of speech but it proved to be a flash in the pan.




  ‘About ten years. Eleven next August. Only here March to October. Cotswold winters too cold and damp.’




  ‘Do you have someone to look after the house while you’re away?’




  ‘Village girl comes in every day. Checks the boiler and feeds Binkie. You want help in the house? Gloria might do you. Little tart, thick as a board but a good worker.’ She had been

  caressing the cat with increasingly vigorous strokes as she spoke. On the final words he ejected from her lap as if his threshold of tolerance had been finally overstepped. He settled at the far

  end of the hearth-rug where he sat staring icily at his mistress, tail twitching, front paws marking time.




  ‘Binkie boy!’ pleaded Iris inanely. ‘Did Mummie upset him then?’




  Melissa got to her feet, murmuring that it was time to be getting along.




  ‘I’m really grateful to you for inviting me, and the meal was lovely,’ she said as they moved towards the door. ‘And I could do with some help once or twice a week. If

  you’d mention it to Gloria I’d be grateful.’




  ‘Will do. Enjoyed your company. Come again,’ said Iris. She was back to normal and obviously meant what she said.




  ‘I hope you’ll come and have a meal with me when I’m settled,’ said Melissa.




  ‘Love to,’ said Iris. ‘No meat though, remember!’




  ‘I’ll remember,’ promised Melissa, wondering if macaroni cheese would do.







    

  




  Chapter Three




  As Melissa reached her front door and put her key in the lock, Iris called out ‘Goodnight’ and turned off her porch light.




  There was no moon, no glow of streetlamps or lighted windows, not even a sparkling of stars to relieve the awesome blackness. Melissa, a lifelong city-dweller, was unaccustomed to the enveloping

  darkness and silence of the country at night. Disoriented and confused, she slammed the door and scrabbled along the living-room wall in search of the light switch. She had no idea where it was;

  her mind was a blank. She should have brought a torch. How ridiculous to be lost in one’s own home! Not home, not yet. This place, immured in inky isolation at the end of a nameless track,

  was unknown territory. She was an intruder in a strange house where an old man named Jacko had lived and died in solitude.




  Aubrey would have thought of the torch. Aubrey thought of everything. But Aubrey was a hundred miles away and that distance between them was of her own making. Oh, God, she thought, where is

  that bloody switch!




  At last she found it. In the harsh glare of a single bulb her furniture looked unfamiliar, almost hostile in this alien setting. Still, any room would look ghastly under a naked light. First

  thing tomorrow she would unpack the box of lampshades. The place needed ventilating too, to get rid of the smell of paint and new plaster.




  It was chilly as well as cheerless. An urgent telephone call had brought a delivery of oil during the afternoon but the service engineer who would light the boiler and commission the heating

  could not attend until tomorrow. The carpets, she had been assured, would arrive by the end of the week and the fitters — all being well — the following Monday. There was a two-page

  list of defects noted during the day that the builder must be made to deal with. The settling-in period unrolled into the future like a road disappearing over the brow of a hill.




  The blackness outside pressed against the uncurtained windows like fog, threatening to seep in through any available crack. Melissa had checked all the windows before going out but now she

  checked them again. The glass panes gave back a distorted reflection of her oval face, white under the sickly light, dark brown hair drawn back so that nothing but a skull-like head stared in at

  her with huge glittering eyes. Aubrey had wanted her to have safety catches fitted before moving in but she hadn’t bothered. She should have listened to Aubrey instead of dismissing all his

  advice and suggestions as ‘fussing’. She should have found the time to hang all the curtains before going out. Curtains would have been a comforting barrier against the night. Pursued

  by the echo of her own footsteps she made for the kitchen. She had almost reached it when the telephone rang.




  If it was him again, demanding why she hadn’t turned up, it would be the last straw. Perhaps if she let it ring he’d give up. But the sound continued, crescendo, fortissimo, as if

  someone was turning up the volume. Reluctantly, she went back and snatched up the receiver.




  ‘Hello!’




  ‘Lissie? Is that you?’




  ‘Oh, Aubrey!’




  ‘I thought you’d like me to call!’ She could picture him looking self-satisfied, no doubt reading pleasure at hearing from him into the relief that her voice had betrayed.




  ‘How did you get my number? I didn’t know it myself until today.’




  ‘I rang directory enquiries, of course. Darling girl, are you all right? You sounded strange when you answered.’




  She gritted her teeth at the endearment that had recently begun to irritate her beyond words but she kept her voice even. ‘I was afraid for a moment it was someone else.’




  ‘Who did you expect it to be?’




  ‘I had a strange phone call earlier in the day and I thought . . .’




  ‘Oh, God, not one of those perverts who . . .’




  ‘No, nothing like that. It was some man who thought he was talking to his girlfriend. He was very agitated and didn’t seem to understand when I told him he’d got the wrong

  number.’




  ‘What have you done about it?’ Aubrey’s voice had become clipped and urgent, as if he were back in the army and had just been informed that the enemy was about to attack.

  ‘You should report it if you think . . .’




  ‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, Aubrey, stop making such a fuss! I told you, it was a wrong number.’




  ‘You can’t be too careful. It’s obviously upset you.’




  Oh, God, give me patience. ‘It didn’t upset me, I just didn’t want to be bothered a second time. I’m tired and I was just going to bed.’ Take the hint, can’t

  you? I’m not in the mood for any more. But Aubrey hadn’t finished yet.




  ‘You’re sure everything’s all right? I’ve been trying to get you all evening!’ he complained.




  ‘Of course it’s all right. I’ve been out to supper with my next-door neighbour and I’ve only just got in.’




  ‘You’re sure?’ At least he wasn’t quizzing her about the neighbour but no doubt he would, sooner or later.




  ‘I’m sure.’




  ‘Well, mind you lock up everywhere before you go to bed.’




  ‘I already have. Thanks for calling.’




  ‘Darling girl, I miss you.’




  ‘Aubrey, I’ve asked you before not to call me that.’




  ‘I’m sorry.’




  ‘It doesn’t matter. Goodnight.’ She put the phone down while he was still saying his farewells. It was ungracious of her; he was kind and considerate and he cared for her. That

  was the trouble; he cared too much. He enveloped her in his caring and kindness until she felt like a fly in the web of a well-meaning spider. That was one of the reasons why she was here. But she

  hadn’t entirely escaped; the telephone wires had become part of the web. She toyed briefly with the idea of changing her number and going ex-directory as she went into the kitchen.




  At least that wore a welcoming aspect. The refrigerator was gently humming and the digital clock on the cooker winked at her like a friendly eye. It was warmer in here than in the living-room

  and behind its diffuser the fluorescent light had a softer glow. Melissa drew her new curtains, made a cup of tea and drank it from one of her new yellow mugs, sitting at her new pine kitchen

  table. It made her feel a lot better. She was dog-tired though. A good night’s sleep was what she needed.




  

    She awoke to a world brimming over with sunlight and birdsong. Last night’s fears seemed childish and absurd and she thought of how Aubrey would laugh if he knew. Not

    unkindly — she had never known him to be unkind — but with indulgence, as if such an endearing weakness was only natural. Also, and she had to admit this was true, he would fondly

    claim that in his protective presence it would not have occurred to her to be afraid. He had, in an oddly perverse way, rallied her spirits; the irritation aroused by his call had settled her

    jumpy nerves so that she had gone calmly to bed, dropped off almost immediately and slept through the night like a child. Of course, Iris’s elderflower champagne might have helped as

    well.


  




  She ate her breakfast looking out of the kitchen window. Beyond the hedge that enclosed her garden, the valley stretched away to the north, its flanks scored with narrow sheep-tracks along their

  grassy slopes. The brook, catching the morning sun, crooked a glistening finger into the distance. Just where it curved out of sight behind a steep, projecting bank, Melissa could make out the roof

  of the shepherd’s hut. At the moment it was in shadow; presently, when the sun rose higher, it would stand out more clearly.




  Melissa nibbled her toast, turning over in her head some details of the plot of her next novel. The postscript to her letter to her agent had been written in jest but from it had grown an idea

  that had been steadily taking shape over recent weeks, despite her preoccupation with the move. She took a pad out of a drawer and made a few notes before bringing her mind back to the business of

  the day.




  The first job was to call the builder.




  ‘Morning, Mrs Craig!’ he said breezily. ‘Lovely morning!’




  ‘Lovely,’ agreed Melissa.




  ‘Nice to move house in good weather,’ he continued. ‘Makes settling in much easier.’




  ‘It does indeed.’




  ‘You’ll soon be able to make a start on the garden.’




  ‘There are a few other things to see to first.’




  ‘Yes, of course. Takes a day or two to get straight.’ Plainly, he was in no hurry to know the reason for her call.




  ‘Quite a few other things, in fact.’ Melissa read from her list. ‘Cracked cistern cover in downstairs toilet. Taps in bathroom hand-basin not as specified. Only one thin coat

  of emulsion on living-room walls. Dining-room window . . .’




  ‘Hang on a minute,’ protested the builder. ‘The foreman told me he’d checked everything personally.’




  ‘Then he’s either talking about another property or he needs glasses!’ said Melissa in what she hoped was the right mixture of firmness and jocularity. ‘If you can spare

  the time to come and have a look for yourself I’d be most grateful. My carpets are due to be laid any day and I don’t want workmen in after they’re down.’




  ‘No . . . er . . . no, of course not,’ said the builder, waking up at last to the fact that she meant business. ‘I’ll pop round later on this morning, okay?’




  ‘Not too much later, please,’ said Melissa. ‘I have to do some shopping.’




  ‘Right-ho,’ said the builder. ‘About half past ten?’




  ‘That’ll be fine.’ Feeling that she had handled that rather well, Melissa put the phone down. Almost immediately, it started to ring. It was the carpet fitter.




  ‘Mrs Craig? Have your carpets been delivered yet?’




  ‘No . . . they said they’d be here by the end of the week.’




  ‘We’ve had a cancellation. We could come to you on Friday if that’s convenient.’




  ‘That would be wonderful, but suppose the carpets haven’t come?’




  ‘We’ll do what we can this end to chase them up. We’ll call you back if there’s a problem.’




  ‘Thank you very much.’




  Things were looking up. The sun was shining, she had slept well and felt full of energy to tackle the tasks ahead. Maybe by the weekend she’d be something like straight.




  The telephone rang again.




  ‘Hello!’




  She knew it was him, even before he spoke. There were the same sounds as if someone was fumbling with the instrument, the same hoarse, urgent voice.




  ‘Babs, we must talk — please!’




  ‘I’m sorry, you’ve got the wrong . . .’




  ‘This evening, Babs. I’ll be at the usual place!’




  ‘But this isn’t Babs!’ Melissa almost shrieked into the telephone. ‘Please listen . . . you’ve got . . .’




  But already the caller had hung up and there was nothing but dialling tone coming from the receiver. Angrily, she put it down. Drat the man, why couldn’t he listen? He sounded distraught,

  almost hysterical. She returned to the kitchen, torn between pity and exasperation.




  The postman brought cards, some comic, some artistic, all hoping she’d be happy in her new home. Aubrey, she noted wryly, had not expressed any such hope. There was also a long letter from

  Simon that she put aside to read presently. The milkman, jolly-faced and whistling, appeared shortly afterwards, his boots crunching on the gravel and his bottles jingling. While he was explaining

  that he could supply eggs, yoghurt and cream as well as milk, that he only delivered three times a week and called for his money on Saturdays, a man from the oil company arrived to commission the

  boiler. Just as he was leaving, the builder’s bright red BMW came tearing along the track and nose-dived to a halt in a fusillade of loose stones.




  Mr Allenby was a big, heavy-jowled man who looked as if he had been pumped up to fill his bulky sheepskin coat. He wore a tweed hat which he kept on as he stepped inside the cottage, sniffing

  the air like a bloodhound.




  ‘Lovely smell of coffee!’ he commented breezily.




  ‘Is there?’ Melissa looked blank. ‘That must be from breakfast.’ The man’s face fell and she glanced at her watch. ‘Goodness, is that the time? Would you like

  some coffee?’




  ‘That’s very kind of you!’ He managed to sound surprised, as if it was the last thing he expected.




  ‘I’ll make some as soon as we’ve gone through this list,’ promised Melissa, making a great effort to sound businesslike. ‘We’ll start in this room. Look at

  the emulsion on these walls — you can see through to the plaster!’




  Mr Allenby pushed back his hat and scrutinised the offending paintwork, blowing softly through pursed lips.




  ‘Mm, yes, there are one or two holidays,’ he admitted. ‘Easily done in a bad light.’ He wrote on a pad. ‘Can’t get anyone along until next week — got an

  outside job to finish while the weather holds.’




  ‘But I want it done before Friday!’ pleaded Melissa. ‘The carpets are being laid then.’




  ‘Sorry, no can do. Anything else in here?’




  Melissa felt herself losing ground. If I were a man, she thought, this is where I’d start putting my foot down. She made an effort.




  ‘It was supposed to be done properly before I took possession,’ she pointed out, trying to iron out the tremolo in her voice. ‘I don’t want paint stains on my new

  carpets.’




  ‘Don’t worry,’ said Mr Allenby with a patronising smile. ‘They’ll put down dustsheets.’




  Melissa saw red. ‘Did they put down dustsheets while they painted the kitchen?’ she demanded.




  The builder stretched his eyebrows. ‘Sorry — don’t follow you!’




  Melissa turned over the pages of her list. ‘Kitchen floor tiles spattered with paint,’ she read out. ‘There are several other things to see to in the kitchen but we’ll

  come to them later. We haven’t finished in here yet.’




  ‘What else is there?’ Into his swagger had crept a hint of the defensive that made him appear a shade smaller. Melissa stood up straight, making the most of her five feet five

  inches.




  ‘Cracked cover on electric power point, plain instead of rising hinges on doors, windows covered with paint and putty marks,’ she read.




  He made more notes, his eyes moving warily to and fro between his pad and Melissa’s face. ‘That all?’




  ‘That’s all in here. We’ll do the dining-room next.’ She marched ahead of him, pointing out the window that stuck, the loose floorboard and the unpainted radiator.




  ‘Just wait till I get my hands on that bloody foreman!’ muttered Mr Allenby, scribbling furiously.




  Melissa left the kitchen until last. She filled the kettle for coffee and pointed out defects while waiting for it to boil. Mr Allenby, stony-faced, started a third page on his pad. He

  brightened up at the sight of a steaming mug and a plate of fruit-cake.




  ‘Now, when are we going to get all this done?’ Melissa demanded.




  He swigged his coffee and munched his way through a large slice of cake before consulting his Filofax.




  ‘I’ll send Mrs Parkin round first thing tomorrow to clean up. Charlie can come on Friday morning to attend to the carpentry jobs,’ he said at length. ‘I’ll get

  everything else seen to as soon as I can.’ He stuffed the Filofax inside his sheepskin and stood up. ‘Thanks for the coffee and cake. Must go now — I’m supposed to be in

  Gloucester in fifteen minutes.’ The multiple chins compressed beneath a jaunty smile as he began edging towards the door.




  ‘Just a minute,’ said Melissa. ‘What about the painting?’




  The smile faded and the chins quivered defensively. Out came the Filofax again. ‘Monday or Tuesday be all right?’




  ‘No, it will not.’ She was quaking inside but she wasn’t going to let herself be outmanoeuvred. ‘The painting jobs must be done before the carpets are laid.’




  Mr Allenby gave a sigh of resignation. ‘Oh, very well — I’ll send Pete round this afternoon about half past four,’ he said grudgingly. ‘You realise I’ll have to pay him overtime?’




  ‘If he’s the one who did it in the first place, you should jolly well make him do it in his own time,’ said Melissa, smiling to show that there were no hard feelings now that

  she had won the day.




  The builder gave a hoarse chuckle. ‘I could do with a tough lady like you in my office!’ he told her. ‘Let me know if you want a job!’




  They parted the best of friends and Melissa closed the door behind him in the knowledge that she had called up reserves of which she had been unaware. Aubrey, she thought, you’d have been

  proud of me! On second thoughts, she felt that Aubrey might have been not entirely pleased at her display of assertiveness. It was an agreeable notion.







    

  




  Chapter Four




  At nine o’clock on Thursday morning a sturdy, moonfaced young woman appeared on Melissa’s doorstep. She had a spiky halo of bright yellow hair and large eyes the

  colour of treacle toffee. She was like a sunflower on an abnormally short thick stem.




  ‘Mrs Craig? Mr Allenby sent me to clean up after his men.’




  ‘Oh, yes, do come in! You must be Mrs Parkin.’




  ‘You can call me Gloria,’ said the newcomer, unzipping her anorak and releasing a generous gust of perfume. She cast an appraising eye around her as she followed Melissa to the

  kitchen. ‘My, they makes a fine old mess, doesn’t they?’ she remarked, her tone suggesting that this was no bad thing since it made employment for the likes of herself.




  ‘Are you the same Gloria who works . . . er, helps my neighbour?’ asked Melissa.




  The yellow spikes nodded assent. ‘Miss Ash? That’s right.




  I goes to her every Tuesday morning after I takes the kids to school.’




  ‘She said you might be willing to come to me,’ said Melissa.




  The spikes danced with enthusiasm. ‘I’d be glad to. Would Wednesday morning be all right, nine till twelve? I goes to the Rectory on Monday and I likes to keep Thursday and Friday

  free.’




  ‘Wednesday morning would be fine,’ said Melissa warmly. She was fascinated by Gloria’s speech patterns and couldn’t wait to note them for future use.




  ‘Wednesday it is. Now, let’s get started on this little lot.’




  Gloria hung her anorak over the back of a chair, produced a plastic apron and rubber gloves from a shopping-bag, rolled up the sleeves of her flowered polyester blouse and fell to work with an

  energy and efficiency that left Melissa gasping. Windows sparkled and paint stains vanished before her assault.




  At eleven o’clock Melissa made coffee. Gloria clamped her mug in two plump hands that were heavy with rings and wandered over to the kitchen window.




  ‘Why, you can see old Daniel’s hut,’ she remarked.




  ‘You mean that old shepherd’s hut?’




  ‘That’s right.’




  ‘Why do you call it Daniel’s hut?’




  ‘An old man called Daniel died there, didn’t he?’ Gloria sucked noisily at her mug. ‘A long time ago it were. He were going home to Lower Benbury from the Woolpack one

  January night in the snow. They reckon he stopped by for a pee and just passed out and died of cold. It were several days before they found him, lying flat on his back with his flies still

  undone!’




  Her burst of uninhibited laughter set the sunflower head rocking on its stem. She was outrageous, yet there was warmth and good-humour in her vulgarity. The swell of her breasts inside the

  polyester blouse, the broad hips and curving stomach crammed into tight red slacks, all clamoured for attention. She had a compelling, earthy sexuality that many men would find irresistible.
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