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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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  Prologue




  The following report appeared in the Gloucester Gazette on 8 January:




   


  

   


  

  VILLAGE OF FEAR


  

   




  Residents Hide Behind Wall of Silence




  Following the third murder within six months of a local resident in her own home, the population of the village of Thanebury is living in fear. All the victims were found suffocated in their

  beds, all were frail, elderly and living alone. In no case was there any sign of forced entry, and nothing was stolen. At a recent news conference, Detective Superintendent Ivor Thoroughgood, who

  is leading the investigation, stated, ‘There appears to be a very sick mind at work here, whose motive is at present a mystery to us. We appeal to any member of the public who may have seen

  anyone acting suspiciously near the homes of these unfortunate people to come forward. Meanwhile, we would urge everyone to take extra care to secure their property and not to admit any

  unauthorised person into their homes.’




  It is understood that so far there has been no response to the police appeal for information. Local residents, when approached by the press, take refuge behind a wall of silence. There is fear

  in their eyes and one senses that something is being concealed, but no one will speak of it.




  







  Chapter One




  One Friday morning in early March, Kenneth Harris, recently retired after thirty years’ service in the Gloucestershire Constabulary and now sole proprietor of Harris

  Investigations, glanced up from the report he was writing as Tricia Jessop, his young assistant, entered his office and closed the door behind her.




  ‘Mrs Aggs is here,’ she announced.




  Harris frowned and glanced at his watch. ‘She’s not due till eleven and it’s only ten to,’ he muttered irritably. ‘I was hoping to finish this first.’




  ‘I warned her she might have to wait a while, but she’s been here five minutes already and she’s beginning to fidget. I’m afraid she’ll chicken out if you

  don’t see her soon.’




  ‘Any idea what it’s about?’




  ‘Oh yes, it’s matrimonial.’ Tricia’s voice lowered discreetly as she added, ‘She thinks hubby’s been “up to something”.’




  ‘Such as what?’




  ‘Having it off with another woman, I suppose.’ Tricia glanced over her shoulder to satisfy herself that the door was properly closed. ‘Can’t say I’d blame him

  – she’s a . . .’




  ‘She’s a client, and we don’t make personal remarks about clients,’ Harris interrupted. ‘Has she told you why she suspects him?’




  Tricia had been in the job for only a few months, but she had already demonstrated that she was more than just a pretty face under a mop of curly auburn hair. She had a friendly manner and a

  sympathetic personality that put nervous clients at their ease. Some of them seemed to think consulting a private detective was vaguely disreputable, and occasionally showed signs of a last minute

  change of heart. Tricia’s soothing approach inspired confidence and had, Harris suspected, been instrumental in retaining several lucrative commissions which might otherwise have been lost.

  It was, he had observed, chiefly women with straying husbands who tended to pour out their troubles to her, telling her things they were too shy to confess directly to him. Men were more likely to

  make a pass at her . . . and she knew how to handle that, too.




  It emerged that Mrs Aggs had revealed only so much.




  ‘She says she found “something” in his pocket.’ Tricia gave a knowing look.




  ‘Condoms?’




  ‘I imagine so, but she wouldn’t be specific. Says it’s too embarrassing.’




  ‘If she won’t tell you, she’s hardly likely to tell me.’ Harris sighed and slid the report into a drawer. ‘Okay, ask her to come in.’




  ‘Right.’




  He stood up to greet Mrs Aggs and waited while she lowered herself gingerly onto the edge of the chair facing his. He judged her to be in her fifties, a plain, gaunt woman with a humourless

  expression. Her face had a scrubbed appearance and she was unbecomingly dressed in a tweed suit of an indeterminate shade of brown. On her head was a round velour hat with a turned-up brim, similar

  in style to one that Tricia sometimes wore. On the younger woman, it looked charming; on Mrs Aggs, it resembled an inverted chamber-pot. Harris had a mischievous desire, hastily stifled, to get up

  and walk behind her to see if it had a handle. It was, he thought as he sat down again, hardly surprising that her husband should seek his pleasure elsewhere . . . he put a hand to his mouth and

  cleared his throat.




  ‘Well, Mrs Aggs, how can I help you?’ he said.




  ‘It’s Mr Aggs,’ she replied. ‘He’s been with another woman.’ The words tumbled out in a rush, as if she had learned them by heart and feared she might forget

  them.




  ‘What makes you think that?’




  ‘He sneaks off during the night when he thinks I’m asleep.’




  ‘Where does he go?’




  Mrs Aggs gave him a withering stare. ‘That’s what I expect you to find out. All he tells me is, he can’t sleep and goes out for a drive.’




  ‘Does he say why he can’t sleep? Has he any financial worries, for example?’




  ‘Certainly not!’ Mrs Aggs seemed to find the very idea offensive.




  ‘How long is he absent on these occasions?’




  ‘Not long. An hour, maybe.’




  ‘How often does this happen?’




  ‘I’ve woken up twice to find him missing. The first time, I believed his story. The second time, I wasn’t so sure. And now I’m wondering if there were other times when I

  didn’t wake up, when I didn’t know he’d been out.’




  ‘When was the last time this happened?’




  ‘It was the night of the sixth of December.’




  ‘And before that?’




  ‘About two months earlier.’




  Harris sat back and spread his large hands, palms upwards, on the desk. ‘That hardly points to a grand passion, does it, Mrs Aggs?’ He adopted the soothing tone which he had used in

  the past when dealing with a nervous witness to a crime. ‘Are you absolutely certain he isn’t telling the truth?’




  ‘Why should he suddenly start suffering from insomnia, after sleeping like a baby every night of his life?’




  ‘He may have problems at work that he doesn’t like to bother you with.’




  ‘He’s always been very open with me about everything until now.’




  Harris waited for a few moments. From what Tricia had told him, he knew that there was more to come. It was evident that Mrs Aggs was finding the interview painful. Years of questioning suspects

  had taught him to spot the tell-tale signs that something was being concealed: the restless hands, the uncontrollable twitch of facial muscles, the reluctance to look him straight in the eye. Mrs

  Aggs was showing all these. He tried again.




  ‘These bouts of sleeplessness – let’s call them that for the moment,’ he added as Mrs Aggs opened her colourless mouth to protest, ‘are they the only reason you

  have . . .’




  ‘That’s just it,’ she interrupted. ‘I found,’ she hesitated, swallowed, and looked away again, ‘something in his pocket. Something that could only belong to a

  woman.’




  So it wasn’t condoms. A handkerchief, perhaps . . . or frilly knickers. For a split second he found himself speculating on the kind of underwear Mrs Aggs favoured; then, telling himself

  not to be frivolous, he asked, ‘Did you ask your husband how this, er, article came to be in his pocket?’




  ‘I did. He concocted some ridiculous story of having found it on the office floor after all the girls had gone home. He said if he’d left it on a desk, one of the cleaners might have

  stolen it.’




  ‘And this is all the evidence you have that your husband is being unfaithful to you?’




  Mrs Aggs dropped her eyes and began fiddling with the clasp of her brown leather handbag. ‘Yes,’ she whispered. ‘That’s why I’ve come to you.’




  Harris glanced at the clock. Already this unattractive, neurotic creature had wasted nearly half an hour of his time; he had an urgent report to write, telephone calls to make and another

  appointment before lunch. Then he told himself he was being unkind; her problem might seem trivial, even faintly comic to him, but to her it was deadly serious.




  ‘Are you sure a private investigator is the best person to handle your problems?’ he said. ‘It seems to me this is more a case for a marriage guidance expert, or . . . are you

  and your husband active church members? Perhaps you could have a word with your vicar?’




  The suggestion appeared to throw Mrs Aggs into a state of agitation, barely controlled. ‘I couldn’t possibly tell the Reverend Jarman,’ she faltered.




  ‘Then why not try a professional counsellor? My assistant can give you an address.’




  ‘I don’t want counselling. I want him followed.’ In contrast to her previous hesitant manner, her voice took on an unexpected ring of determination.




  Harris drew a deep breath in an effort to contain his rising exasperation. ‘Mrs Aggs, you have told me nothing to convince me that your husband is having an affair. Now, if there had been

  suspicious telephone calls, or if he’d been coming home late with lipstick on his collar, or if it had been contraceptives you found in his pocket . . .’




  Mrs Aggs got to her feet. ‘Thank you, that’s quite enough,’ she said. ‘It’s obvious I can expect no help from you.’




  ‘I apologise if I’ve upset you.’ He stood up and moved round the desk as she made for the door. ‘When we’re dealing with, er, matrimonial misdemeanours,’

  – he knew instinctively that the word ‘adultery’ would also give offence – ‘we have to face unpleasant possibilities.’




  Mrs Aggs hesitated. Despite her unprepossessing appearance, he felt a certain sympathy for her. She was obviously a deeply unhappy woman.




  ‘These nocturnal outings your husband makes,’ he went on, ‘do they happen at particular times? Can you connect them with anything else?’




  She had her back towards him, but he saw her stiffen at the final question.




  ‘What do you mean?’ she asked, without turning round.




  ‘I was thinking of something like a phone call a few hours beforehand, or a letter that seemed to disturb him.’




  ‘Oh no, nothing like that,’ she said, but her voice was uncertain and the tension was still there. Then, with what seemed a great effort, she swung round to face him again.




  ‘I want him followed,’ she repeated. ‘Next time he goes out, I want you to find out where he goes . . . and what he does.’




  ‘How will I know when that’s likely to be?’




  Mrs Aggs stared down at her feet. ‘Thinking back, I remember him being quiet and withdrawn around the last time it happened. Perhaps if I notice anything like that again, I could let you know . .

  . then you could keep watch near our house and go after him . . . could you do that?’




  ‘I could, if that’s what you want, but if I had to wait for several nights before anything happened it would be very expensive.’




  ‘How much?’




  Harris was fast losing interest in Mrs Aggs and her problems. He didn’t really want this job. He named a figure which he was confident would frighten her off. She looked startled, but did

  not, as he had hoped, backtrack immediately.




  ‘I’ll think about it and let you know,’ she said, and left.




  With a shrug, Harris returned to his desk and got out his report, but he had barely opened the file before there was a light knock and Melissa Craig entered. His irritation evaporated at the

  sight of her.




  ‘Darling, you look great. Love the hairdo,’ he said.




  Melissa patted the glossy brown knot on the crown of her head with a smile of satisfaction.




  ‘Thanks, I’ve just had it done.’ She sank into the chair that Mrs Aggs had recently vacated, breathing a little heavily. ‘I wish this office wasn’t at the top of

  four flights of stairs,’ she complained.




  ‘All I can afford at present. Cheltenham’s not cheap.’




  ‘No, I suppose not.’




  ‘I get a nice view of the gardens,’ he pointed out. ‘Not that I get much time to look out of the window,’ he added, seeing her raised eyebrow.




  ‘I’m glad to hear it. Have you had a busy week?’




  ‘Not bad at all. Considering I’ve been in business less than twelve months, I can’t complain.’




  ‘Was that angry-looking lady I met on the stairs a client?’




  ‘I hope not. I’ve a feeling she’d be more trouble than she’s worth.’




  ‘What’s her problem – an erring husband?’




  ‘So she claims. My guess is, it’s all in her mind.’




  ‘Poor woman,’ said Melissa. ‘She’s not exactly a raver, is she? Although you never know, she might be very sexy under that formidable exterior.’




  ‘I prefer your exterior . . . and your brand of sexiness.’ His hand reached across the desk for hers and he leaned forward to kiss her, but she hastily disengaged.




  ‘Not in the office,’ she said firmly.




  ‘As you say. What have you been doing in town?’




  ‘Shopping, hairdresser, posting off proofs.’




  ‘Another successful case for Nathan Latimer?’




  ‘I’m afraid so.’




  ‘Why “afraid”?’




  Melissa got up and began prowling round the office. ‘Sometimes I think it’s time for a change of direction,’ she said. ‘I’ve written twenty crime novels and

  I’m not sure I can go on indefinitely.’ She gave a sudden, mischievous smile. ‘Perhaps I could try my hand at the real thing. How would you like to take me on as a partner? Harris

  and Craig, Crime Busters Inc?’




  He chuckled. ‘You’d hate it. It can get pretty tedious, trailing some nerd who claims to have an injured leg in the hope that he’ll give himself away by jumping on a moving bus

  . . . or snapping erring husbands sneaking in and out of seedy hotels with their secretaries.’




  ‘You make it sound a real drag. Are you beginning to have regrets?’




  ‘No, of course not. Mind you, the odd bit of skulduggery would liven things up a bit.’ His glance swerved briefly towards the door as he confided, ‘Tricia’s longing for

  what she calls “a really juicy case”!’




  Melissa laughed and got to her feet. ‘I’ll be on my way. You won’t forget the Fords’ drinks party on Sunday, will you?’




  He pulled a face. ‘Do I have to go? These lunchtime chatter sessions aren’t really my scene.’




  ‘I know, but Iris is still in France and it’ll be such a drag on my own. Please, Ken.’




  ‘Okay, I’ll be there, but I’ll need a stiffener before I face the mob.’




  ‘Call for me in good time and you shall have one.’




  







  Chapter Two




  Across the crowded, low-ceilinged sitting-room of Tanners Cottage, Melissa caught Ken Harris’s eye and read in it a plea for rescue. Major Dudley Ford, his normally

  florid cheeks flushed almost purple from the combined effects of heat and wine, was holding forth with great energy and many forceful gestures of the bottles he was holding. The noise level created

  by upwards of thirty people trying to carry on a dozen different conversations in a confined space made it impossible for Melissa to make out what their irascible host was saying, but she would

  have laid a sizeable bet that he was repeating his well-known views on the treatment of criminals. A good taste of old-fashioned military discipline for petty thieves, flogging for muggers, hanging

  for killers – she, and almost everyone else in the village, had heard it many times. Poor old Ken, she thought. Being temporarily disengaged, she began to edge her way through the throng,

  only to be waylaid by the major’s wife, Madeleine, who thrust a silver tray of canapés under her nose.




  ‘We’re so glad Mr Harris is able to be with us today,’ she purred, with a glance in the direction of her husband and his captive. ‘It must make life so much

  easier for you, now that he’s retired from the police.’




  ‘Easier? In what way?’




  For a moment, Mrs Ford appeared nonplussed at the directness of the question. The enamelled smile on her carefully made-up features wavered, then burst out again with a renewed radiance that

  held a hint of archness.




  ‘I remember so well what a difference it made when Dudley retired from the army,’ she explained. ‘The uncertainty was gone . . . that feeling of never being sure where

  he’d be this time next month, or how long he’d be away . . . that sort of thing makes a relationship quite . . . tricky at times. Didn’t you find that . . . with your, er,

  friend,’ – the word was accompanied by another meaning smile – ‘with the irregular hours and so on?’




  ‘I can’t say I did,’ said Melissa in her most matter-of-fact tone. ‘Ken and I don’t live together, you know, so the problem didn’t arise.’




  ‘Oh, of course not. I’m sure I didn’t mean to imply anything improper . . .’




  Oh yes you did, you nosey old witch, thought Melissa, helping herself to a vol-au-vent, and you shouldn’t wear that shade of green, it makes you look bilious. Aloud, she

  said, ‘Madeleine, these are absolutely delicious – please take them away or I’ll scoff the lot!’




  ‘You’re right, they’re superb!’ A tall, slim young woman with strong features and large dark eyes, emerging from the crush to join them, reached for a smoked

  salmon roulade with mulberry-tipped fingers that matched her clinging woollen dress. ‘It was so kind of you and your husband to invite us when we’ve only lived here such a short

  time,’ she said, before popping the morsel into her mouth.




  ‘My dear, Miss Donovan, we’re delighted to have the opportunity to get to know you a little better . . . and so glad you were able to persuade your father . . . do you know Mrs

  Craig?’ Madeleine’s rather prominent eyes swivelled to and fro. ‘In fact,’ she added effusively, ‘she’s Mel Craig, the crime writer, our local celebrity.

  We’re very proud of her.’




  ‘Take no notice of the label,’ said the ‘celebrity’ with a smile. ‘In Upper Benbury, I’m just another resident. And please, don’t let’s be formal

  – my name’s Melissa.’




  ‘And I’m Sirry. My father called me Cerulean and my younger sister’s Magenta, but we’re known as Sirry and Genty,’ explained the elder Miss Donovan.




  ‘Such unusual names, don’t you think?’ cooed Madeleine. By intonation, she implied that ‘unusual’ was synonymous with ‘bizarre’, but Sirry

  merely nodded, swallowed her roulade and helped herself to another.




  ‘Such an original notion,’ Madeleine gushed. ‘Artists have such . . . inspiration, don’t you agree, Melissa?’ She turned back to Sirry.

  ‘There are just the two of you?’




  ‘We had a brother, Saxe.’




  ‘Ah yes, Saxe blue. How quaint!’ Madeleine gave a high-pitched laugh that reminded Melissa of breaking glass. She seemed not to have noticed the past tense, nor the shadow that

  passed across Sirry’s face. ‘Quite a spectrum, in fact,’ she continued brightly. ‘Well, I’ll leave you two to chat.’ With her tray elegantly poised on an

  upturned palm, she disappeared into the crowd.




  ‘How are you settling in?’ asked Melissa, after a pause during which Sirry’s thoughts seemed far away.




  ‘All right, I suppose.’ She stared at the drink she was holding. ‘Genty and I have been looking out for Iris Ash,’ she said after another pause, ‘I believe

  she’s a friend of yours?’




  ‘That’s right. She owns the cottage next to mine, but she’s away at the moment.’




  ‘We hoped she’d be here. We think it would do Father good to have a fellow artist to talk to.’




  ‘She’s in Provence, she goes there every winter,’ Melissa explained. ‘She’ll be back in a couple of weeks or so. I wrote and told her you’d moved into the

  village and she’s particularly looking forward to meeting your father. She says he was one of her tutors at art college.’




  ‘Really?’ Sirry’s face lit up. ‘I daresay he’ll remember her. He has a phenomenal memory for people he’s met . . . or rather, he used to have.’ Her

  voice dropped and her smile faded as, for the second time, some unspoken thought dulled the brightness of her eyes.




  ‘So your father is here?’ Melissa was curious to meet the man who, because of his reclusive habits, had become the focus of a certain amount of local curiosity.




  ‘He’s over by the window. Genty’s with him.’ Sirry gestured with her wineglass to where a handsome, sandy-haired man of about seventy was staring vacantly into the crowd,

  taking no apparent notice of the dark-haired young woman at his side. A brooding expression came over Sirry’s face and for several seconds she was silent, her gaze fixed on her father and

  sister.




  In an attempt to get the conversation going again, Melissa commented, ‘You and Genty are very much alike. I suppose you take after your mother?’




  Sirry nodded absently. ‘We get our looks from her, yes.’




  ‘She’s not here today?’




  ‘She’s staying with her family in Warsaw. She . . . finds it difficult since Saxe died . . . he was like Father in looks, but he had Mama’s temperament . . . they were very

  close.’ Sirry blinked in an effort to disperse unshed tears.




  ‘His death must have been a terrible blow for all of you,’ said Melissa gently. After a pause, she said, ‘I understand from Iris that your father’s work is very well

  known.’




  Sirry sighed and stared down into the empty wineglass. ‘He hasn’t picked up a brush or a pencil since Saxe died. We were hoping that the move to Gloucestershire . . . Hampstead was

  so full of memories . . . we thought perhaps a change of scene . . . but it’s as if the light has gone out of his life.’ She raised her eyes on the final words. The pain was back, and

  with it a hint of some other emotion that Melissa could not identify.




  At this point, they were approached by the rector’s wife, Alice Hamley, who asked, ‘Has either of you seen Miss Willis? I wanted to have a word about the church flowers.’




  Melissa shook her head. ‘Martha? No, I haven’t. Perhaps she’s gone home.’




  ‘I’m not sure she’s been here. No one else seems to have seen her.’




  ‘That’s odd,’ said Sirry. ‘She said she was coming when I spoke to her yesterday. She was looking forward to it. We offered her a lift, but she said if it was fine

  she’d rather walk. I wonder where she’s got to?’




  ‘Perhaps she felt too tired. Never mind, I’ll give her a ring presently,’ said Alice. ‘And how are you all settling in at Larkfield Barn?’ she asked chattily.




  Sirry made a polite reply, which elicited a further question. Melissa took the opportunity to slip away and rejoin Ken Harris, who by this time had escaped from Dudley Ford and, by coincidence,

  moved across to the window where she found him in conversation with Sirry’s father and sister.




  ‘You must be Mr Donovan,’ she said. ‘I’m Melissa Craig, I’ve just been talking to your other daughter.’ She held out a hand and he took it a little

  hesitantly. His smile seemed to cost considerable effort.




  ‘Call me Cluny.’ he said. ‘I know what you’re thinking,’ he went on, and over a certain lifeless quality in his tone, she caught a hint of an Irish accent.

  ‘’Tis a strange name for a man, but me mother insisted on it. ’Twas there at the abbey that she felt me stirring in her womb for the first time. She wouldn’t hear of me

  being called anything else.’ He had evidently told the story many times, for he spoke the words mechanically, like a child repeating a lesson.




  His younger daughter held out her hand to Melissa. She had the same brilliant, flashing smile as her sister. ‘I’m Genty,’ she said. ‘Now that you’ve heard the

  family legend, consider us acquainted.’




  ‘Where’s Sirry?’ There was a hint of alarm in Cluny’s voice as his eyes searched the room. ‘I don’t see her, Genty . . . where’s Sirry?’




  ‘I left her talking to the rector’s wife,’ said Melissa.




  ‘She shouldn’t go wandering off like that . . .’




  ‘Hush, Father, she’ll be here in a minute . . . yes, here she is.’




  ‘I see you’ve met Melissa,’ said Sirry as she rejoined them. ‘We’ve had such an interesting chat. Did you know, Melissa’s a famous crime writer,

  Father?’




  ‘A writer, eh?’ For the first time, Cluny showed a glimmer of interest. ‘An excellent craft, to be sure. Needs a lot of practice, of course. Plenty of practice,’ he

  reiterated as Melissa smiled and nodded. ‘Practice makes perfect. Isn’t that right, me darlings? Haven’t I always said that? Practice makes perfect.’




  ‘That’s quite right, Father. Practice makes perfect,’ chanted the sisters in unison. They looked first at their father and then at one another, exchanging mysterious

  half-smiles like children with a secret. Then, as if remembering that they were not alone, Genty tugged at Cluny’s arm and said, ‘We really should be leaving. Our table’s booked

  for half-past one.’




  ‘They’re taking me to some fancy restaurant,’ Cluny explained and passively allowed himself to be led away.




  ‘What a rum family,’ commented Ken Harris, who had remained silent throughout the exchanges. He took Melissa’s hand. ‘Can we leave as well? What’s for lunch?

  I’m starving.’




  ‘Starving? After all those canapés I saw you wolfing?’




  ‘Not enough to keep a bird alive. Come on, before that old war-horse starts bending my ear again.’




  ‘We can’t sneak off without saying goodbye.’




  ‘Then let’s get on with it. There’s Mrs War-horse, over by the door.’ He made his way purposefully through the crush with Melissa in his wake. ‘Thank you so much,

  it was a lovely party,’ he said.




  Madeleine treated him to one of her most gracious smiles. ‘I’m so glad you were able to come,’ she purred. ‘Melissa, I wonder if you’d mind calling on Miss

  Willis as you go home, just to make sure she’s all right. I’m a little concerned about her.’




  ‘Of course we don’t mind, do we, Ken?’




  ‘Glad of the exercise.’ He patted his stomach. ‘Help to walk down all those delicious goodies!’




  ‘You old humbug!’ Melissa hissed as they made their way to the front door.




  ‘Not going already?’ Major Ford emerged from the kitchen with two newly-opened bottles. ‘Pity. Have to carry on our discussion another time, eh?’




  ‘I look forward to it,’ responded Harris politely.




  ‘What was that about?’ asked Melissa as they set off. ‘No, don’t tell me. The breakdown of law and order . . . all down to wishy-washy, left-wing do-gooders . .

  .’




  He chuckled. ‘Something like that. Plus a bit of local gossip. The old boy’s very intrigued with the Donovans – especially the daughters. He called them “a pair of smart

  little fillies”.’




  ‘The old sexist!’




  ‘The father seems a bit odd – in fact, they all do.’




  ‘There was a brother who died. It seems to have had a shattering effect on the whole family.’




  ‘What do the girls do?’




  ‘I heard that one of them – I’m not sure which – teaches part time at the art college in Cheltenham. The other one stays home and looks after the old man. They’ve

  only lived here a couple of months or so.’




  They had reached the end of the track leading to Melissa’s cottage and Harris automatically changed direction, but Melissa grasped his arm. ‘We’re going to check on Miss

  Willis, remember?’




  ‘Do we have to? You’re not seriously worried about the old duck, are you?’




  ‘That’s not the point: I promised. Besides, she could have been taken ill – she had a heart attack some while ago and she still suffers from angina.’




  ‘Oh, very well.’




  ‘It isn’t far.’




  It was a mere quarter of a mile, but it was uphill and by the time they reached Martha Willis’s cottage, Harris was puffing. ‘You’re out of condition,’ said Melissa

  severely. ‘Not enough exercise. Here we are.’




  ‘Pretty little place,’ he commented. ‘A bit isolated, though.’




  ‘Especially for an old person living alone,’ agreed Melissa. ‘Martha’s been a lot happier since the Donovans arrived. Larkfield Barn is just up the lane.’ She

  pointed to a stone building, half hidden behind a clump of trees.




  Harris gave a disinterested nod and put his hands in his pockets. ‘I’ll wait here for you.’




  ‘As you like.’ Melissa pushed open the gate and walked up the short path to the front door. There was no bell, so she rapped with her knuckles. No response. She rattled the

  letter-box, then bent down and shouted through the slot. Still no answer.




  ‘Try the back door,’ advised Harris, leaning on the gate.




  The back door was closed, but unlocked. It led straight into the kitchen. With her hand on the latch, Melissa called again, ‘Miss Willis, are you there? It’s Melissa Craig.’

  Silence. She stepped inside, called again, and listened. There was no sound in the house but the whirr of the central heating pump and the tick of the old-fashioned clock on the wooden dresser.




  With increasing urgency, she repeated her call. She opened the door leading into the hallway, half expecting, half fearing to see a motionless form on the floor, but there was nothing. She

  checked the two downstairs rooms and then, after a moment’s hesitation, climbed the narrow staircase.




  There were three doors leading off the tiny landing and they were all closed so that the only light came from a reeded glass panel in the front door. Melissa called yet again, then knocked

  gently on one door. No one answered, so she opened it and looked inside. A bathroom, empty. She tried the next one, which faced the stairs. A cupboard, its shelves piled with neatly folded

  linen.




  The third door was slightly ajar. Melissa knocked, then gingerly pushed it further open. The curtains were closed, but in the light filtering round the edges she could make out the furniture: a

  wardrobe, a dressing table, a bed . . . not empty.




  Her heart thumping with apprehension, she ran to the window, dragged the curtains apart and swung round. For several seconds she stood staring in mute horror at the thing in the bed. Then she

  screamed.




  







  Chapter Three




  By the time Ken reached her, Melissa was in the bathroom with her head over the handbasin, retching violently. He held her head until the spasms subsided, then filled a tumbler

  with water and put it into her shaking hand. She rinsed out her mouth and then allowed herself to be steered to a chair where she sat shivering uncontrollably.




  ‘Oh Ken, it’s revolting . . . sick . . .’




  ‘What is?’




  Melissa pointed through the open door to the room across the landing from which she had just fled, nauseated with shock. ‘In there . . . she’s dead . . . and her face has been

  painted . . . like a clown’s!’




  ‘Oh, no!’ he muttered. ‘Not another.’




  ‘What do you mean?’ she asked through chattering teeth, but he ignored the question and said, ‘You’re cold. Have this.’ He took off his coat and put it round her

  shoulders. She pulled it close, comforted by the residual warmth from his body. ‘I’m going to leave you for a moment,’ he told her. ‘Stay there till I come back.’




  The command was unnecessary. The last thing she wanted was to return to the room where lay the most gruesome sight she had ever seen. She sat huddled under the weight of the heavy woollen coat,

  taking deep breaths in an effort to steady herself. After a few moments her internal organs settled to something like their normal rhythm, but nothing could blot out the hideous memory of the dead

  woman’s face, the eyes wide and staring, the ghastly rictus painted in red on flesh turned blue. Blue . . . that meant suffocation, didn’t it? And what had Ken meant when he exclaimed,

  ‘Not another?’ Had a serial killer struck in her quiet Cotswold village? The thought filled her with dread.




  He was soon back. Without a word, he dived into the pocket of the coat that she was still clutching round her shoulders and took out his cellphone. He tapped out a number, spoke briefly to

  whoever answered, and waited, hugging her close with his free arm. Thankfully, she leaned against him. ‘Okay now?’ he said.




  ‘Yes, I’m fine.’




  ‘Did you touch anything?’




  ‘Only door handles.’




  ‘Good.’ He began a brief exchange with someone at the end of the line. She heard him giving directions for reaching the cottage, then he snapped down the aerial and put the phone

  away.




  ‘The lads will be here soon. We’ll wait downstairs, if you like.’




  ‘Please.’




  They went back to the kitchen. On either side of a small table were two old-fashioned wooden chairs with cushions covered to match the blue-checked gingham tablecloth. They sat for a few moments

  without speaking; it seemed to Melissa as if the entire village must have been reduced to a stunned silence by the foul deed committed on its doorstep. Then, like sound effects gradually faded in,

  she became aware of background noises: the sonorous tick of the clock, the throb of a tractor in a neighbouring field, the chatter of starlings on the roof and the subdued hum of Martha’s

  central heating system.




  Suddenly, Harris got up to inspect the boiler.




  ‘What are you doing?’ she asked.




  ‘Just checking.’ He peered at the controls. The system’s set to come on automatically at six o’clock.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘That means it’s been

  running for approximately eight hours.’




  ‘What does that tell you?’




  ‘Me, not a lot, but it may help the medics to establish the time of death. The bedroom was quite warm, did you notice?’




  ‘I can’t say I did. There was something else to grab my attention.’ Melissa shuddered as the memory returned afresh. ‘Ken, when you said “Not another” just

  now, what did you mean?’
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