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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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  Heaven has no rage like love to hatred turned,




  Nor hell a fury like a woman scorned.




  CONGREVE










  




  Flash and Rory are drawn from life.




  Otherwise, all the characters, places




  and events in this story are imaginary.
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  Chapter One




  She stood in the lane and stared at the house.




  Marjorie Bretherton, screened by the bathroom curtains, in turn watched her, and wondered what she found so compelling. On this dull November day there was nothing remarkable to observe. The

  roses, which in summer festooned the brickwork, had died off; in the garden a few shrubs sagged sadly under a mantle of damp; and a litter of fallen leaves made a sodden blanket on the grass under

  the cherry tree which was stark now, but in spring a shower of pink.




  Every window received its scrutiny: slow, considered, thorough. She was a woman of about Marjorie’s own age, perhaps a little older, wearing dark slacks and a sheepskin coat whose bulk

  obscured her build. She was tall, and had a pale, rather thin face. A red scarf was tied over her hair, and her hands were thrust in her pockets. Marjorie watched her leave at last, evidently

  having absorbed to the full the fascination of Willerby House and its exterior. She strode away in the direction of the Post Office.




  How odd to stare so blatantly, Marjorie thought, as she began the boring task of cleaning the basin. She had been about to open the window when her attention was caught by the stationary watcher

  outside; how long the vigil had lasted she had no idea, but it seemed a strange way in which to occupy time. Marjorie was often curious about what went on in other people’s houses, and gazed

  at lighted windows seen from trains with the greatest interest, but she would never have halted deliberately to stare in so open a manner; it was too rude; she would have dissembled.




  Perhaps the stranger thought there was no one at home to mind being watched. Marjorie continued to speculate as she rinsed the basin and poked ineffectually at the deposit of half-dissolved soap

  which had collected under the taps. Her cloth left a trail of moulted hairs over the porcelain. She sighed, rinsed again, and arranged nailbrush, soap and toothmug on the shelf. Her reflection in

  the mirror mimicked her movements. Her hair, once a deep auburn but now faded to a dull brown, stood untidily out round her face; her eyes, under fine, straight brows, were almost green. She had

  never thought much of her looks, and it was still a surprise that Robert felt otherwise. Thinking of him, she grinned at herself in the mirror, made a face at her image, gave the plug a pull for

  luck, and left the bathroom.




  Downstairs, the rooms were tidy. It was a square, brick-built house, designed early in the century as a comfortable and unpretentious family home. There was a central hall, and doors led from it

  to the sitting-room and study in front, the kitchen and dining-room behind. There was some good furniture; the mahogany dining-table and chairs had come from Robert’s Chelsea flat. The large

  Paul Henry that hung over the fireplace was his too, purple heather and grey hills, with a whitewashed cottage by the side of a lake. It reminded Marjorie, each time she looked at it, of their

  honeymoon, when it rained every day. She had never been to Ireland before; most of her holidays had been spent in Switzerland, and it was on one of these annual skiing trips that she had met

  Robert. He had fallen heavily just ahead of her as she came swooping down a steep slope through some trees; when he did not immediately get to his feet she turned, reached him, and stopped in a

  flurry of snow to see what was wrong. No bones were broken, but he was winded. It was the reverse of the traditional romantic encounter, for she was the rescuer, not the rescued. Pink and glowing

  with health, brilliant in her bright green outfit, she stood over him as he struggled to his feet. He was grateful for her somewhat brisk concern; when she was certain that he was not really hurt,

  but only shaken, she left him to continue his slow descent, expertly turning and dipping ahead of him as he floundered clumsily down. They met constantly after that, and it was always Marjorie who

  had the advantage. Robert seemed to be for ever slowly putting on his skis, or taking them off, as she dashed past. She, sturdy and compact, was skilled and graceful; he, with his large, heavy

  frame and small experience, was awkward and uncoordinated. He was intrigued because she excelled at this sport, which he found difficult; the assurance of her own ability gave her a confident

  sparkle which was attractive. They took to deserting both their parties in the evenings, and meeting to dance in various gay haunts after dinner.




  Looking back, Marjorie still marvelled at the rapidity with which the situation had developed between them. Other men whom she had met in similar surroundings had proved to be dull,

  uninteresting, or just pompous, when translated back to England and drab worsted suits. But Robert was always able to converse amusingly; he was an excellent host who sought to please her, and he

  looked rather better in a dark suit than in beanie hat and red anorak, which merely made him appear comic. He worked for a rapidly expanding company, which made containers of all kinds for

  manufacturers and anyone else interested in boxes and packets. He had a high salary, a company car, and the mixed blessing of an expense account. Marjorie was the untrained teacher of the

  kindergarten form at a small school near Reigate. She spent most of her time amid raffia and basket-work and elementary treatises on the three R’s. She was naturally patient with children,

  and easily won their respect and obedience. This compensated for her lack of documentary qualifications, but her salary was proportioned to this deficiency and not her competence. She owned a

  tiny cottage in the country a few miles from the school, and an old Ford in which she travelled back and forth. In the Christmas holidays she went to Switzerland; at Easter she gardened, and

  painted her cottage; and in the long summer holidays she supplemented her income by temporary work in varying capacities. She had been a hotel waitress, worked in a departmental store, cooked at a

  schoolboys’ camp, and helped other women cope with unruly families and animals on farms and in seaside houses. Robert was entertained at first when he heard about these activities, but when

  Marjorie told him that she planned to be a hostess in a holiday camp the summer after they met, he frowned. She said the tips were good and there were plenty of ‘perks’, but he was not

  impressed. He came to see her at her cottage on Easter Saturday, and found her on a ladder painting the kitchen ceiling; there were blobs of white emulsion in her hair and on her nose. She was much

  less competent here than in the snow. He took the paintbrush from her, discarded the steps, for he could reach the ceiling without their aid, and soon finished the job, making no mess at all. Then

  they went for a long walk over the surrounding fields, and it was here that the subject of holiday employment was discussed.




  ‘I have to do something, Robert. It’s different. It’s all experience,’ Marjorie said.




  ‘It’s not suitable,’ Robert declared fustily.




  She marched along beside him, a determined figure, still with splashes of paint in her hair.




  ‘Why not?’ she wanted to know.




  There was something gallant and defiant about her. Not for the first time, he felt the urge to protect her as well as to dominate.




  ‘You shouldn’t be looking after other people’s kids, you ought to have some of your own,’ he heard himself say, to his own astonishment. ‘Why don’t we get

  married?’




  There was not much moonlight and roses about this proposal, Marjorie thought wryly, but it solved the holiday problem without more argument for she did not need time to decide. Purposely,

  superstitiously, she had avoided thinking too much about Robert and the future; they had known each other so short a time, it was too soon for much to happen, and experience had taught her that

  anticipation often ended in disappointment. But when the words were said, a flood of delight swept over her, and in his arms she had no doubts.




  They were married two weeks after her term ended. She retired from the school with a travelling clock from the staff and a weird assortment of traycloths, egg cosies and other products of their

  skill from the pupils. All that was last year: since then there had been London and Robert’s flat. Time there had passed slowly. An excellent woman had done Robert’s cleaning for years;

  she continued to do it now, so that there was no housework to occupy Marjorie during the day, and there was no garden to lure her. She went for long walks in the parks; she visited museums and

  picture galleries in an effort to repair some of the defects in her general education; she window-shopped, and went alone to the cinema. Often, in the evenings, Robert invited business friends to

  dine; at first she enjoyed these sedate parties, but some of the guests were so dull that she began to resent them as a waste of time and money. It would be better to entertain people whose company

  both of them liked, but they had no mutual friends.




  The weekends were different. Then, they went to Marjorie’s cottage. Robert put up shelves, mended hinges, re-made the guttering, and attended to everything that Marjorie had neglected. She

  restored the garden to a state of order it had not achieved for years, and cooked good plain meals of roast chicken or lamb, apple pie and baked custard, forgetting the prettied-up peppers,

  over-savouried rice and lush, liqueur-laden puddings which Robert required for the delectation of their London visitors. That year they did not go skiing; Robert had taken extra leave for the

  honeymoon, and could not ask for more so soon. Marjorie accepted this, but as wet January slid into dank February her thoughts turned more and more in the direction of high mountains and blue

  skies. Secretly she brooded over the advertisements of travel agents. Increasingly, more effort was needed to face the return from the cottage to London on Sunday nights, until at last she asked

  Robert if he would contemplate giving up the flat and becoming a commuter. It was perfectly possible: most of her former pupils’ fathers did it daily. She might even return to school,

  part-time; and they would have more money with only one establishment to maintain.




  ‘But we aren’t short of money. You can manage, can’t you?’ Robert asked at once. ‘I can give you more, you know.’




  ‘It isn’t that, darling. Of course I can manage, you’re very generous. It’s only that I do so hate living in London. I’ve nothing to do all day, and I’m

  really a country person.’




  Robert was not surprised by this outburst. He had never intended them to live for ever in London, but he would not agree to commute from the cottage. It was pretty and quaint, adequate for

  weekends, but not big enough for a permanent home since there were only two small bedrooms and one living-room. He declared, too, that he wanted to live in a different locality. Marjorie stifled

  the unworthy suspicion that he did not want to live where she already had friends and he had none. She directed all her latent energy into house-hunting, made daily expeditions into Surrey, Hants,

  Herts and Bucks, and at weekends took Robert with her to see anything that seemed at all possible among these potential havens. They found Willerby House after going to see what on paper declared

  itself to be a charming home of distinction with exposed beams and rose-garden, and was in fact a near-barn with rampant woodworm, set in a forest of briars.




  ‘It would need thousands spent on it,’ Robert said.




  ‘But it’s got character.’




  Marjorie was learning. It was no use taking Robert to inspect bare modern houses with huge windows and planned space. He wanted atmosphere already provided.




  ‘Too much of it. But I like this part of the world. What happens down that lane, I wonder?’ Robert turned the car off the road along which they were driving through Haverbury

  village, a small, straggling place with a pub, a telephone kiosk and a nucleus of dwellings. They went past several small cottages and a Post Office. The trees were just coming into leaf, and the

  air was warm with the promise of spring. The pale sun emerged from behind a cloud as they came in sight of Willerby House. Square, built of brick, with a slate roof, it stood at the end of the lane

  with a board outside proclaiming that it was to be auctioned at an early date. Robert stopped the car. Without speaking, they got out and walked up to the house. It was obviously empty. There was a

  small lawn in front, with a cherry tree in bud hanging its branches over the fence. A purple lilac, almost in bloom, grew further back; daffodils, now over, stood in the grass, and bright

  wallflowers were bunched in beds under the windows. The garden continued round the sides of the house, which was centrally placed on its plot of land. Not normally fanciful, Marjorie suddenly felt

  a surge of anticipation, and knew that they would live here. She took Robert’s hand, and they walked together up the path. Still silent, they peered through the lower windows at the bare

  rooms, all square and well-proportioned.




  ‘The Post Office people might know who has the key.’ Marjorie, the countrywoman, broke the silence.




  ‘Yes.’ Robert looked at her. A sense of excitement caught them both, and he gripped her fingers tightly.




  ‘It may be hopeless upstairs,’ she said quickly, fearing disillusion.




  ‘It looks solid.’




  The Post Office did know about the key. They were directed to Mrs Birdupp, who lived in a council house near the church and who used to clean Willerby House for the family who had lived there

  until they emigrated to Australia.




  ‘The house was sold, then something went wrong. This credit squeeze business, I suppose. Anyway, it fell through,’ Mrs Birdupp told them.




  ‘It’s been empty all winter?’




  ‘Yes, but it isn’t damp. I’ve lit fires, but there was no real need. Very sound, it is,’ declared Mrs Birdupp.




  She was right. There was no trace of damp inside. It had been built at a time when houses were solidly constructed and workmanship was good. Since the house was no older than the century, a damp

  course was included and could plainly be seen. The building stood on a slight rise, so that the rain must wash past, without menace of flood. There were pale marks on the walls where pictures had

  hung, or where large pieces of furniture had stood, and the paintwork was chipped and dirty, but the plaster was firm wherever Robert tapped it and the floors were smooth and strong. The four

  bedrooms were as pleasant as the rooms downstairs.




  ‘One could build on a nursery and another bathroom in time,’ Robert said, standing in what he already saw as his dressing-room. He pictured his ivory-backed brushes on his handsome

  mahogany bow-fronted chest of drawers near the window. He could gaze across fields to the distant hills from here.




  ‘We could grow strawberries.’ Marjorie had opened the window and was hanging out over the sill, inhaling the April air and observing the spinach beet, shot to seed, luxuriating in

  the vegetable garden.




  Robert came behind her and put his hands on her waist.




  ‘Don’t fall out.’




  He drew her back against him. Her hair brushed his face.




  ‘I’ll get on to the agent on Monday. They may very well agree to a quick sale before the auction,’ he said. ‘We must get a surveyor to see it, but I’ll be surprised

  if there’s much wrong. It seems to be in very good nick.’




  The surveyor agreed with this verdict, and a month later they moved in, with professional aid to paint the drawing-room and their bedroom, but determined to spend the summer completing the

  decorating themselves. Now, after six months, the house was finished inside, painted white everywhere, with new red velvet curtains in the dining-room and the gold brocade from Robert’s flat

  altered to fit the drawing-room windows. Marjorie had made her strawberry bed, and rescued from disorder a patch of overgrown raspberry canes already in the garden. Robert had cut the hedges and

  trimmed the shrubs. Mrs Birdupp came to clean three times a week, and they had acquired a black labrador dog called Rory.




  As Marjorie came down the stairs, Rory got up from the floor of the hall where he had been lying. His tail wagged to and fro with pleasure at the sight of her, and his lip lifted in a sniffing

  grin of welcome.




  ‘Hi, Rory, ready for a walk?’




  Now that the painting and hard gardening were over, Marjorie was glad to have Rory as an excuse for taking long walks. She had always been active, and needed an outlet for her physical energy.

  Every day they trudged for miles across the fields and through the woods. With the house organised Robert had begun to invite his friends down at weekends; this replaced the dinner parties that

  distance now made impossible. Marjorie found the visits a strain; she escaped from the somnolence of Sunday afternoons by striding off with Rory, and only rarely was she accompanied by a guest, for

  few were energetic.




  Now the dog circled round her, gently tugging at her skirt as if to make her hurry.




  ‘All right, boy, I’m coming.’




  She pulled his ear gently, and went to fetch her duffle jacket from the cloakroom. She should really be cleaning the silver, for Robert’s chairman and his wife, no less, were due next

  weekend; tomorrow would have to be spent shopping and cooking in preparation for this major event; but she felt restless, and though it was a dull, grey day, it was not yet raining, so she would go

  out now and postpone the chores till later. She slid her feet into short rubber boots, and, followed by Rory, went out through the back door.




  They walked rapidly up the road, Marjorie with quick, brisk steps, and Rory with a loping stride at her side. There was no one about; the children were at school, the men were at work, and the

  women, with the exception of Marjorie, probably busy. The summer had been too much occupied by all the work of moving for either Robert or Marjorie to feel the need for outside contacts, and for

  some of the time many of the local residents had been on holiday. Now it was a stagnant period socially, the lull after summer and before the start of Christmas gatherings. Marjorie was on nodding

  terms with one or two people, and sometimes she met other women out exercising dogs. Some days at tea-time she saw small cars dash through the village crammed with children coming back from school.

  Mrs Birdupp had told her the names of most of her neighbours, but several of the cottages were used only at weekends and their owners had no time or inclination for fraternising. Marjorie had not

  admitted to herself that she was almost as lonely now as she had been in London. Things were better here, for there were good walks to be found, and she had Rory. In time there would be friends,

  and in time there would be children. Meanwhile it was stupid to keep thinking that it was still only November, with all the bleakness of the winter yet to come.




  She rounded the bend, and at once saw what constituted a diversion in the quiet tenor of Haverbury life. A furniture van was parked outside one of the small cottages on the green. Two men were

  unloading a small, brocade-covered sofa from it; more furniture was packed within, waiting for release, and a few chairs stood casually about in the damp air. As Marjorie approached, taking in

  every detail but trying to appear as if she were not the least bit interested in case anyone should notice her, someone came out of the cottage and stood watching the men bring their burden to the

  door.




  ‘In the front room with that, please.’




  It was a clear, incisive voice, and it belonged to the woman who had, earlier that morning, spent so many minutes silently staring at Willerby House.










  




  Chapter Two




  Ruth made the third pot of tea in as many hours, filled large mugs to the brim, spooned in sugar generously, and carried the results out to the removal men, who had finished

  unloading the van and were now packing up their bits of blanket and webbing. Although the day had been misty and damp, no rain had fallen and her possessions were not drenched.




  The cottage was pleasant. She looked round the sitting-room, into which the front door opened, and was satisfied with what she saw. A big, old-fashioned fireplace with a beam above it almost

  filled one wall; the sofa which Marjorie had observed earlier was now placed at one side of it. There was a large armchair, a small oak desk, a gate-legged table and some plain chairs with rush

  seats, all familiar parts of Ruth’s life, things that she had collected through the years; and it was good to be using them again after their spell in store. Already she felt at home in these

  new surroundings. She had no curtains yet, but they were ordered and would soon be ready; meanwhile she would cover the windows with old ones, drawing-pinned if need be, when darkness fell. The

  room needed painting; the walls were drab and peeling; but she would probably be able to find some local man to do it for her in his spare time. When the removal men had gone she would go to the

  Post Office and make some enquiries; the sooner such problems were tackled, the better. She lit a cigarette and then went out to hasten the men’s departure.




  They had finished their tea and closed up their van. Now they required her to sign a form declaring that the move had been satisfactorily accomplished. She made a note that they had broken a cup

  and scratched a chair; then she signed, tipped them, and said goodbye. Back in the cottage again, she heard the lorry start up, and move lumberingly away up the road.




  She was alone in her small empire.




  When she had seen the cottage advertised for sale, Ruth felt it to be fate working for her. She had inspected it at once, found it suitable and sound enough, and then walked round the village on

  a trip of exploration. It was a chance not to be missed, and she took it. The next stage was to dig herself in, make everything as comfortable as she could, and herself secure. There was no

  hurry.




  From the window she looked across the green to some other cottages which faced her. Down to the right, the lane led away to Willerby House. Up the hill was the Post Office and the road that led

  into town. Today it was all dismal; but in summer the cottages would be covered in roses, the grass would be green and the flower beds bright. Ruth was no gardener, but she could mow and might

  tackle window boxes, if no more. She must seem to conform.




  She took the removal men’s dirty mugs into the kitchen. Dusty china and glasses stood on the table and the cupboard top, unpacked by the men and now needing a wash before being put away.

  It would be quite a task. She had lit the boiler, but it was reluctant to draw and the water was still cold. It was no use tackling the washing yet. She decided to go at once on a search for

  someone to paint, and also for a woman to clean, for her own daily journey to London would leave her with very little time for domestic chores. How long would it take, she wondered, to accomplish

  what she had come here to do?
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